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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
 
 
For the Survival of Ogoni People:  
Women’s Contribution to Movement-Building in Nigeria  
and the United States 
 
by 
 
Domale Dube Keys 
Doctor of Philosophy in Education 
University of California, Los Angeles, 2019 
Professor Carola E. Suárez-Orozco, Chair 
 
 
The Ogoni movement has become a key example of civil resistance in postcolonial Africa, yet 
women’s role in the movement has been largely suppressed. Since the early 1990s, the 
Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) has organized against the Nigerian 
government and multinational corporations’ oil drilling activities in Ogoni. This study explains 
how and why the Ogoni women of Nigeria (1990-2017) joined their community in calling 
attention to the exploitation of their people at the hands of the Nigerian government and 
multinational oil companies, while documenting how and why they became key players in 
nonviolent campaigns in the Niger Delta in seeking correctives and justice. I not only examine 
women’s contribution to the movement by looking at the issues that has drawn women into the 
 iii 
movement but also seek to understand how those issues are reflected in the campaigns that they 
waged. Furthermore, I investigate how Ogoni women continue to participate in both Nigeria and 
the diaspora since many of them migrated to the United States following the federal 
government’s violent repression of their organizing. For this ethnographic study, I collected data 
by conducting interviews, focus groups, participant observations, and archival data search in 
both Nigeria and the United States. Gender-sensitive theoretical frameworks and methodologies 
including Critical Race Grounded Theory, decolonial feminism, Black feminism, and 
localization theory guide my study.  My findings reveal that women participated in the Ogoni 
movement using nonviolent methods including singing, dancing, and prayer that enabled them to 
evade scrutiny from military forces. Their methods reclaimed the types of spiritual leadership for 
which women had traditionally received formal training before colonialism. Furthermore, 
women transformed the movement’s organizing platform by including women’s issues such as 
women and girls’ education. As immigrants in the US, Ogoni women continue to draw upon 
spiritual practices to maintain connections among each other that facilitate their survival in a new 
land and their transnational organizing. My research suggests that women’s contributions in this 
mixed-gender social movement has been drastically understated as their participation and 
methods supported longevity for the movement which, in turn, paved the way for making 
meaningful gains for women and for the movement as a whole. By examining African women 
transnationally, this research methodologically corrects the continued separation of immigrant 
and African studies in contemporary scholarship. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
In the early 1990s a woman named Karalole Kogbara owned a small farm in Ogoni, an 
area in Rivers State, Nigeria. On most days she would tend to her farm. On one particular 
morning, April 29, 1993, she planned to go about her activities as usual but found the farm torn 
apart upon her arrival. Someone had destroyed much of her crops and dug a straight line through 
her property. In the near distance, she noticed a couple of men in military uniforms standing by 
whom she suspected had had a hand in destroying her crops. The soldiers were members of the 
Nigerian military deployed to protect Shell’s oil production in Ogoniland. Wilbros, an American 
company contracted by Shell, had begun its work of tearing down farmlands in order to prepare 
for laying down pipelines for oil transportation. In despair, Kogbara rushed to the neighboring 
farms to seek support. When she arrived with other women and started to speak to the soldiers, 
they shot, beat, and bloodied her. Her arm would later be amputated due to sustained gunshot 
wounds. After learning of the soldiers’ violent actions, the next day, crowds of Ogoni people 
gathered to protest Shell’s destruction of Ogoni lands. During the three-day protests that 
followed, federal soldiers opened fire on the unarmed crowd killing several and injuring over a 
hundred people (Civil Liberties Organisation, 1996).  
Kogbara’s story is part of the narrative about the Ogoni people’s struggle for survival. 
Kogbara’s incident, the beginning of what is known as the “Wilbros Shootings,” marks the first 
major use of military force against the Ogoni people during the period of the Ogoni Struggle 
(George-Williams, 2006). Even though it was a woman’s courageous actions that were central to 
garnering mass support from the Ogoni people for the movement that ensued, women’s 
contributions have been gravely overlooked by scholars.  
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Movements, often portrayed as brawny, combative revolutions, consistently place women 
in the shadows of activism. Women seldom receive credit for the work they perform within 
movements to push agendas forward and bring about change. When women are mentioned, they 
are often portrayed as victims of the struggle or obstacles to progress within the movement 
(Presley, 1988; Fernandes, 2015). Until now, the Ogoni Struggle has followed prior examples by 
largely excluding women’s activism from the broader narrative. 
The Ogoni movement has become a key example of civil resistance in postcolonial 
Africa, yet women’s role in the movement has been largely suppressed. Since the early 1990s the 
Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) has organized against the Nigerian 
government and multinational corporations’ oil drilling activities in Ogoni. This will mark the 
first comprehensive study on Ogoni women activism, including the role that FOWA has played 
in the Ogoni Struggle. This research also marks one of the first studies that examines Ogoni 
transnationals organizing in the diaspora. 
This study explains how and why the Ogoni women of Nigeria (1990-2017) joined their 
community in calling attention to the exploitation of their people at the hands of the Nigerian 
government and multinational oil companies, while documenting how and why they became key 
players in nonviolent campaigns in the Niger Delta when seeking correctives and justice. I not 
only examine women’s contribution to the movement by looking at the issues that has drawn 
women into the movement but also seek to understand how those issues are reflected in the 
campaigns that they waged. Furthermore, I investigate how Ogoni women continue to participate 
in both Nigeria and the diaspora since many of them migrated to the United States following the 
federal government’s violent repression of their organizing. 
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This study focuses on women’s issues because patriarchal movements often consist of 
male-centered platforms, which narrows our understanding of the scope of reasons that support 
the existence of a movement. Hunt (2006) and Brock (1999) report that women approached Ken 
Saro-Wiwa, the main founder and leader of the movement, during the early stages of MOSOP 
and insisted on becoming a part of the organization. Another source writes that FOWA was a 
mobilization of the already vast network of Ogoni women’s groups (Longo, 1996). This study 
aims to delve deeper into the formation of FOWA to focus on the issues that led so many women 
to join MOSOP. What were their issues of interest for themselves and their communities? What 
were their visions for Ogoni? The majority of sources about the Ogoni struggle insists that 
women’s agendas were identical with the men’s. However, Barikor-Wiwa (1997) writes that, 
while FOWA initially organized to protest exploitation by the oil companies, women’s issues, 
including girls’ education and women’s general and reproductive health, were also central to its 
agenda. This study aims to discern and document the issues and reasons behind the Ogoni 
women’s participation in the Ogoni struggle for justice and to analyze the extent to which 
women-related concerns arise in FOWA’s organizing.  
This study also examines women’s modes of resistance because doing so helps to expand 
our understanding of nonviolent practices for opposing injustices. Women, having routinely been 
excluded from military service and conflicts that rely on means other than armed insurrections, 
have often chosen to become involved in nonviolent organizing to protect the interest of their 
families and communities (Codur & King, 2015). This study examines Ogoni women’s 
nonviolent practices to realize their aims. What nonviolent campaigns and actions did women 
execute? How do these actions reflect their issues of concern, values, interests, and priorities? 
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  Finally, this study aims to understand the issues for which women continue to fight in 
the United States through MOSOP. It is common for social movements to expand beyond 
governmental and geographical boundaries or “as far as the social order that is their target 
reaches” (Heberle, 2008). In concurrence, Carty and Mohanty (2015) assert that indeed our 
struggles must be transnational, since multinational corporations and destructive neoliberal 
practices operate on a global scale. The Ogoni movement has been successful in garnering 
international support from various human rights organizations, such as Amnesty International 
and Friends of the Earth, in their efforts to speak against multinational oil companies like Shell 
(Saro-Wiwa, 2008). Still, among the first international organizations that joined the struggle 
were those comprised of Ogoni people already living abroad. Ogoni people residing in the 
United States instituted the first chapter of MOSOP-USA in Texas during the mid-1990s 
(Nigeria, & Federal Ministry of Information and Culture, 1994). FOWA-USA soon followed. 
Today, MOSOP-USA chapters span numerous cities across the country comprised of Ogoni 
immigrants. As such, this study considers the nature of Ogoni women’s organizing in the United 
States and seeks to understand how organizing issues and methods practiced in Nigeria continue 
in the United States. 
For this ethnographic study, I had the following research questions: 1) In what ways did 
women participate in and contribute to the Ogoni Struggle? 2) What issues and methods continue 
to sustain women’s involvement in the Ogoni Struggle after migration to the United States? I 
collected data by conducting interviews, focus groups, participant observations, and archival data 
search. Data was collected in both Nigeria and the United States. Between August 2016 and 
December 2016, I conducted field research in an Ogoni community in the Western United States. 
The U.S. portion of my study includes the following types of data: eight interviews, one focus 
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group, seven participant observations at MOSOP/FOWA meetings, and archival data at various 
state and national archives. The second portion of data was collected from Nigerian MOSOP 
chapters between January 2017 and March 2017. There I conducted 10 interviews, one focus 
group, ten participant observations at MOSOP/FOWA meetings, and archival data at various 
national archives. 
Rev. James Lawson Jr., the great nonviolent Civil Rights strategist, notes that we cannot 
expect people in power to lead the charge towards social justice, for if these people knew how to 
create change, they would have done so already (personal communication, Jan. 23, 2016). For 
this reason, I use Critical Race Grounded Theory to center women’s experiences, engaging them 
as the primary interlocutors. Including women in our accounts of movements not only pushes 
back on patriarchal systems but also expands our platforms for struggle and our repertoire of 
practices for bringing about positive, inclusive change. Understanding the Ogoni Struggle from 
women’s perspectives will add a critical part to the literature on women in rights-based 
movements. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 This study is concerned with women’s organizing in the Movement for the Survival of 
the Ogoni People. It focuses on the issues for which they organized and the methods women 
used to make their demands known. This section provides an overview of the history of the 
injustice Ogoni people faced, includes background on women’s organizing in Nigeria, focusing 
particularly on nonviolent resistance, and details issues that African women face in Africa and in 
the United States.  
Shell Company in Ogoniland 
In 1907 Royal Dutch Shell was created after the pattern of market domination and 
monopolizing practices of Standard Oil, now ExxonMobil, the American company started by 
John D Rockefeller. The primary goal of such companies was to crush any competition that 
might threaten their monopoly over oil resources. Shell, the result of the joining of the two 
companies Royal Dutch Petroleum Company of Holland and Shell Transport and Trading 
Company from England, has been a major player in the oil business internationally and certainly 
in Ogoniland (Okonta and Douglas, 2001). In 1979, they became the first of any company to 
report sales of $3.2 billion over a twelve-month period. In Nigeria, they hire their own police 
force and acquire their own weapons and ammunition. Such a large company has the capability 
to maintain their equipment and use environmentally sound practices, yet they have neglected to 
do so especially in Nigeria. 
Muckrakers like Ida Tarbell (1904) wrote extensively of the extent of the schemes 
Rockefeller and Standard Oil developed to gain an unprecedented monopoly over the oil 
industry. In the introduction to her book, The History of Standard Oil Company, she explains the 
reasons why she chose to complete a journalistic investigation on the company;  
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Standard Oil has furnished the methods, the charter, and the radiation for its followers. It 
is the most perfectly developed trust in existence; that is, it satisfies most nearly the trust 
ideal of entire control of the commodity in which it deals. Its vast profits have led its 
officers into various allied interests such as railroads, shipping, gas, copper, iron, steel, as 
well as into banks and trust companies, and to the acquiring and solidifying of these 
interests it has applied the methods used in building up the Oil Trust. (p. 3) 
Tarbell goes on to describe these ruthless schemes Rockefeller and associates ran to take over 
different industries to ensure the import of its oil commodity. 
Soon after witnessing the success of Standard Oil, other wealthy families around the 
world sought to enter the oil business as well. Rockefeller had shown how oil could be a 
lucrative business and Royal Dutch Shell, owned partially by the British government, sought to 
dominate in a similar manner so they involved all their colonial territories into searching for oil. 
By 1907 after a series of mergers, Royal Dutch Shell emerged ready to penetrate international 
markets in Africa and the East (Corbett, 2015).  Prior to this, the British had been involved in the 
slave trade in the area that's now Nigeria, and when the slave trade was abolished by the British 
government in 1807, they turned to palm oil trade. The trade of palm oil became an especially 
lucrative business with the rise of railway systems because palm oil was used as a lubricant for 
the trains. It was also an important ingredient in the making of soaps, candles, margarine, and 
cooking fats. (Aghalino, 2000). Nigeria was a leading exporter of palm oil around the turn of the 
century. Through the first two main periods of trade, Ogoni maintained a relatively low profile 
until Shell struck oil in the area.  
Oil was first discovered in Nigeria in Oloibiri in Bayelsa State on January 15, 1956, by 
Shell D’Arcy. They began oil production in 1958. The same year oil production began in 
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Nigeria, Shell BP struck oil in Ogoni and was first discovered in Bomu in 1958 and then in 
Korokoro in 1962, then again at Eburu in 1963. By 1964, the main oil refinery in Ogoni, the 
Alesa-Eleme Oil Refinery had begun production (Anokari, 1986). By 1967, 100,000 barrels a 
day, a quarter of Nigeria's oil, was produced in Ogoni. To understand how the discovery of oil 
became a death sentence for Ogoni people, one must understand how Royal Dutch Shell 
conducted business. Through unfair schemes and withholding of information from the Nigerian 
authorities, they ensured their continued profits from Nigerian oil resources. After the example 
of Rockefeller, to cover up their deplorable image, they would hire a few Nigerians to work in 
the oil mills and sponsor scholarships for a few to further their education (Anokari, 1986). 
Oil played a key role in the Nigerian Civil War (1967-1970), also known as the Biafra 
War. In 1966 as the civil war became ever imminent, Shell BP discovered that they had gravely 
underestimated the oil reserves in Nigeria. Key members of the British government including the 
British High Commissioner of Lagos were informed, but the secret was kept from Nigerian 
authorities (Gould, 2012, p. 220). Armed with such information, the British further enacted 
policies that would cause discord among the southern regions including supporting the creation 
of a Mid-Western state which would divide the potentially oil-rich region and lessen the power 
of each section in order to ensure they would not form a coalition that would overthrow the 
Northern region and thus threaten their investments. Okonta and Douglas (2001) explain the 
British interest as such: “The problem for senior Shell officials was not the rights and wrongs of 
the Biafran cause, ut how to ensure that the federal government, which enjoyed the support of the 
British government, now part owner of the company, won the war. The way Shell saw it, only a 
federal victory could guarantee its continued position in the Nigerian oil industry, which it 
completely dominated at the time” (p. 22-23).  
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With the southern regions (that is the Eastern and Western Regions) divided, the North 
unified, and the Eastern Region (Biafra) also at odds with the Northern Region (from events of 
ongoing persecution of Easterners in the Northern Region) the British Crown set out to befriend 
each region individually but mainly supported the Federal government’s fight to maintain the 
union comprised of the Western and Northern Region against the Eastern Region so as not to 
lose out on any of the access to oil reserves in the Southern Region. Gould reports that at one 
point during the war over 90% of the arms on the federal government’s side were from the 
British who owned 49% of Shell BP. Meanwhile, seeing an opportunity to possibly gain access 
to the oil wealth lying within the Eastern Region in the case of its successful secession, the 
French government through Rothchild Brothers Bank, agreed to support the Eastern Region by 
sending weapons in exchange for mineral rights in the region (Gould, 2012). Therefore, because 
of oil, large quantities of which were located in Ogoni, the Nigerian Civil War was, in one 
respect, actually Europeans powers vying for access to Nigeria's oil resources. Accordingly, the 
liberation of Ogoni by the Federal Government troops and the subsequent fall of Port Harcourt 
was the last major front in deciding the defeat of Biafra (Saro-Wiwa, 1989). 
Ogoni people took no official position in the war and found themselves caught in the 
middle as were other similar minority groups who neither identified as Igbo of the Eastern 
Region nor as Westerners or Northerners. Such minority groups had for long shared their worries 
of vulnerability with the government long before the civil war broke out. As the nation was 
transitioning to independence, the British government commissioned Henry Willink (1958) to 
inquire about the minorities of Nigeria to better understand their grievances which were around 
the topic of fear that other larger regions would overpower and exploit them (Anokari, 1986). 
Known as the Willink Commission, the report confirmed the fear of minority regions and 
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recommended that the minority areas and the Niger Delta receive special attention in 
development. The report led Prime Minister Tafewa Balewa to summon the creation of the Niger 
Delta Development Board (Anokari, 1986). 
MOSOP’s grievances include the failure of the government to address the concerns of 
their community as a minority population in Nigeria. Before the discovery of oil, each regional 
government was allowed to collect royalties on resources produced in its region. Following the 
discovery of oil, the British adjusted this formula. Now, the British government mandated that 
50% of the resources produced in any of region in Nigeria proceeds should go to the region of 
origin, which would have been the Eastern Region at the time, 30% divided amongst the other 
two regions and 20% go to the crown (Uche, 2008). With this new plan, whoever controlled the 
national government, could control the oil, and with the southern regions split, this control fell to 
the Northern region who would not threaten to secede because the oil rich region lay in the south. 
With a plan that ensured victory for Shell, the British, and the largest territories in Nigeria, 
minorities suffered. Ogoni did not benefit from the oil being produced in their land. For instance, 
while Shell BP planned to "give back" to the community by providing educational scholarships, 
out of the 450 scholarships given, only 8 were awarded to Ogoni people. (Anokari, 1986). 
Moreover, Shell BP would primarily hire outsiders to work in the plants, so Ogoni people did not 
benefit from even the labor needs. 
Meanwhile, environmental degradation due to oil exploitation was rampant. Following 
his incarceration, in his testimony before the tribunal Ken Saro-Wiwa says the following about 
the issues the Ogoni people faced:  
In the 1990s, the Ogoni took stock of their condition and found that in spite of the 
stupendous oil and gas wealth of their land, they were extremely poor, had no social 
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amenities, that unemployment was running at over seventy percent, and that they were 
powerless, as an  ethnic minority in a country of 100 million people, to do anything to 
alleviate their condition. Worse, their environment was completely devastated by three 
decades of reckless oil exploitation or ecological warfare by Shell. In brief, the Ogoni 
were faced with environmental degradation, political marginalization, economic 
strangulation, slavery, and possible extinction. (Civil Liberties Organisation, 1996). 
Similarly, Steven Cayford (1996) writes the following of Shell’s negligent practices in the Niger 
Delta region; “Throughout the delta, there were 2,976 oil spills in the fifteen-year period to 1991, 
amounting to 2.1 million barrels of oil" (p. 184). Cayford compares such practices to Shell’s 
operations in the United States and other nations by showing that the oil spills in Nigeria 
amounted to 40 percent of Shell's oil spills worldwide. To make matters worse, Shell blamed 
local farmers for sabotaging the pipelines and passed on the responsibility of clean-up unto the 
Nigerian government who would be responsible for footing 55% of the bill of any clean-up. 
In 2011, the federal government of Nigeria pressed by the people commissioned the 
United Nations Environmental Programme released the Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland 
report after conducting a 14-month period study during which “the UNEP team examined more 
than 200 locations, surveyed 122 km of pipeline rights of way, reviewed more than 5,000 
medical records” (p. 6). The report emphatically confirms the degradation of Ogoni. It found that 
while the oil industry has left Ogoni, oil spills continue with an “alarming regularity” (p. 9). The 
oil exploitation has greatly affected community members’ health. The report says of one Ogoni 
town, “Nisisioken Ogale are drinking water from wells that are contaminated with benzene, a 
known carcinogen, at levels over 900 times above the World Health Organization (WHO) 
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guideline” (p. 11). At the time of the 2011 study, the average life expectancy for Ogoni persons 
was 50 years old.  
It was such conditions that moved Ken Saro-Wiwa and others to create the Movement for 
the Survival of the Ogoni People which campaigned for the cessation of oil exploitation in Ogoni 
and self-determination for the Ogoni people. The movement waged a nonviolent struggle to ban 
Shell out of Ogoniland and call for clean-up of the environmental degradation they had caused. 
The government and Shell responded with violent retaliation against the Ogoni people. 
Shell and Government Retaliation 
MOSOP leadership was targeted from the beginning. Ken Saro-Wiwa’s whereabouts 
came under careful scrutiny. His movements were noted intently during his tours in Europe by 
Shell officials prior to his arrest who wished to know who he was talking to and where he was 
going. While Ken Saro-Wiwa was imprisoned, Shell offered the MOSOP leaders peace if they 
would cease the demonstrations (Okonta, 2008). In April, Colonel Paul Okuntimo wrote a memo 
that presented a plan for ways to go after MOSOP (Ellis & Catma Films, 2008). By May, he had 
put those plans into action. This key part of the plan was executed on May 21st. That morning, 
about 200 troops arrived in Giokoo, Gokana where an important meeting of MOSOP leaders 
would take place later that day. Okuntimo increased the numbers of his men under the guise that 
Ogoni was becoming unstable and more police would help him to maintain peace.  By that 
afternoon, the murder of four Ogoni leaders had been announced. During a MOSOP meeting at 
which chiefs and elders met to decide the future of the movement, gunshots ran through the 
crowd of attendees killing the Ogoni chiefs. At a subsequent meeting of Nigerian leaders 
Okuntimo used the incidence to paint MOSOP as a violent group and Ken Saro-Wiwa as a 
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ruthless “dictator,” (Ellis & Catma Films, 2008). Ken Saro-Wiwa was accused of plotting the 
shooting of these men even though he did not attend the meeting. 
In addition to being pinned for murder, Ken Saro-Wiwa was charged with treason after 
Ogoni boycotted the June 12 elections, which would have signaled Nigeria’s transition from 
military dictatorship to democracy. Many Ogoni people boycotted the elections on the basis that 
voting would hardly improve their political representation (Okonta, 2008). It was the boycotting 
of this June 12 election that the judiciary committee would later use as grounds for claiming Ken 
Saro-Wiwa was guilty of treason and civil disturbance.  
Besides targeting of MOSOP leaders, there is evidence to suggest that the military regime 
and Shell sought to obliterate the Ogoni people. Between April 30 and August 1993, there was 
an increasing military presence in Ogoni-land. The Nigerian government, sponsored by Shell, 
would plot attacks and mask them as communal clashes or inter-ethnic violence. On August 5th, 
1993, the Ogoni village of Kaa on the eastern corner of Ogoni near the Andoni river was 
attacked and raided. The government attributed the attack to Andoni, the neighboring 
community, but eyewitness account reveals that the attack was done with military precision and 
sophisticated weapons which the Andoni did not have, leading many to suspect that the Nigerian 
military had a hand in it. About 1000 Ogoni people were killed and over 20,000 displaced (Civil 
Liberties Organisation, 1996). The CLO notes that the attacks were instigated in order to pave 
the way for Shell to resume operations, then halted for almost a year, in Ogoniland. Beside the 
Andoni people, Shell and the government orchestrated similar attacks on the Ogoni people using 
the Okrika and Ndoki groups.  
In addition to inciting physical violence, the battle between the military regime and the 
Ogoni people was also one to control which messages would be propagated. The government 
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was determined to win on the media front and they employed propaganda techniques to 
accomplish their goals. Often journalists were invited to the government’s announcements about 
the Ogoni issue. At the same time, non-governmental media outlets were being shut down. Road 
blockades were installed along main roads in order to specifically prevent Europeans who were 
not there for business or any outsiders from entering Ogoniland (Civil Liberties Organisation, 
1996).  
After being imprisoned for months, on a fateful day, November 10, 1995, in a Port 
Harcourt prison the government executed Saro-Wiwa and eight other Ogoni men by hanging. 
The hangings were a clear sign to the Ogoni people that the Nigerian government would stop at 
nothing until they were all silenced. Accordingly, the mass killings of the Ogoni people 
intensified. “More than 3,000 policemen and over 1000 security operatives were deployed to 
boost the men of the Internal Security Force of Rivers State. More than ever before, fundamental 
human rights of the Ogoni people are violated as security forces continue to raid villages and 
detain, torture, rape and kill with reckless abandon” (Civil Liberties Organisation, 1996, p 21).  
On January 4th, 1996, determined to continue the struggle, Ogoni people gathered in a 
less central location and made appeals to the international community to save Ogoni’s 
environment and people. The following day, seeking revenge for the success of the Ogoni Day 
meeting, the security task force went to the source where the celebrations had taken place and 
destroyed property, looted and detained many.  
US Involvement in the Ogoni Issue 
It is important to situate the Ogoni Struggle not only locally but internationally in terms 
of economics, politics and the social causes and reach of the movement. Overall, the 1990s can 
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be characterized by a clashing of neoliberal economic practices, the push for democratization of 
African societies and, in the Nigerian context, human rights concerns.  
Following the economic crises of 1973 and 1979 which has been shown was orchestrated 
by the Western nations’ oil companies to save their continued dominance following the 
economic losses from the Vietnam War Nigeria like other African countries found it difficult to 
recuperate (Corbett, 2015). Nigeria’s economy was especially harmed as the crises were both 
related to oil, Nigeria’s primary export. In the next decade, economically, the 1980s was 
characterized by austerity measures towards African nations. In 1980, the Organization of 
African Unity comprised of African leaders convened in Lagos, Nigeria to discuss necessary 
steps for improving African economies. The result was the drafting of the Lagos Plan of Action 
for the Economic Development of Africa, 1980–2000 or the Lagos Plan in which the African 
governments concluded that the external pressures on their economies needed to change to make 
way for economic growth (Organization of African Unity, 1980). In response to the Lagos Plan, 
the Berg Report (Berg et al, 1981) for the World Bank noted that African governments were 
impeding economic growth and thus called for the restructuring of government practices, 
devaluation of the currency, increased privatization of industries and more export-based 
economies, all recommendations which would ensure the Western nations’ continued dominance 
over African economies (Bates, 2008). These set of practices known as the structural adjustment 
programs were to be adopted before African nations could receive loans. Having few other 
options, African leaders signed on to adjust government practices to improve efficiency, yet 
reluctance to appear as though they were reneging on their welfare state practices to their 
citizenry led many African leaders to find ways to please both the lending institutions and their 
people.  
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The end of the Cold War signaled a new relationship between African governments and 
the West. The Cold War had allowed African leaders more autonomy as they balanced between 
the Soviet Union and the US as they could threaten either the Western governments or the Soviet 
Union with the possibility of transferring allegiance to the other side. No longer in competition 
with the Soviet Union, the West was now able to demand changes from African governments 
economically and politically even more directly. Gone was the fear that African governments 
might join the communist block should the West not suit their needs.  
In terms of its economy, Nigeria has always been tied to the West, even though it 
assumed neutrality during the Cold War.  Between 1962-68, Nigeria depended on foreign aid for 
80% of its operating budget. Only 20% was financed by Nigeria. The British were the main 
investors in the new government who remained involved with the nation for the purpose of 
protecting its investments, mainly in the nation’s oil and gas industry. By the early 1990s, the US 
had $4 billion in investments in Nigeria and saw the need to protect its investments in Nigeria by 
becoming more involved in Nigerian politics. At the time, the US received 7 percent of its oil 
imports from Nigeria which equated to 35 percent of Nigeria’s oil exports. Furthermore, the US 
government had 4 billion dollars invested in the Nigerian oil economy, this is apart from the 
American companies in the private sector.  
The US’s political interest was undoubtedly intertwined with its economic investments in 
Nigeria as a politically favorable Nigeria would mean a return on its economic investments. The 
US feared that continuing totalitarianism in Nigeria would send the wrong message to other 
African nations. Furthermore, they sought a peaceful transition to democracy as a collapse of 
Nigeria’s government could lead to massive unrest or civil war that could possibly destabilize 
most of West Africa.  
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Democracy as defined by free and fair elections, the US believed, would aid in the 
transition to a better economy in Africa (Moose, 1995). In Nigeria’s 35 years since 
independence, 25 years had been under military rule. After years of promising a democratic 
transition, General Babangida finally allowed the holding of democratic elections on June 12, 
1993, and even invited monitoring by European officials who declared the elections fair. But 
shortly after the election, Babangida banned the counting of the remaining results and annulled 
the election, an act which incited protests and demonstrations from pro-democracy groups 
including supporters of Mooshood Abiola, the alleged winner of the election. Across Nigeria, 
there were civilian protests from various sectors including the banking, oil, and education for the 
government’s failure to steer the country toward democracy (Civil Liberties Organization, 1995). 
In November 1993, General Sani Abacha seized power, assuring all that he would quickly 
transition the nation to a democratically elected leader, a promise he failed to uphold until his 
death in 1998. 
Besides political interests, the US was also concerned with human rights violations in 
Nigeria. When Abacha took office, he set out to control as much as possible and at all possible 
cost which included committing flagrant human rights violations. He declared anyone could be 
imprisoned for three months without a trial and proceeded to imprison anyone who might pose a 
threat to his office including Chief Mooshood Abiola and Olusegun Obasanjo whom he charged 
with planning a coup (Civil Liberties Organization, 1996). He executed 80 military personnel 
without trial. According to the Human Rights Watch, “During 1994, hundreds of critics of the 
military regime were arbitrarily detained, and many were killed or wounded as protests and 
demonstrations were attacked with military force” (Human Rights Watch, 1995). Many media 
outlets not directly sponsored by the government including television and newspapers that would 
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report objectively about the nation’s proceedings had been shut down or suspended including at 
least 20 newspapers among which were the Guardian, the Concord and The Punch (Civil 
Liberties Organization, 1996). The Civil Liberties Organization, a human rights group in Nigeria 
reported that many of its journalists had been incarcerated indefinitely under the Abacha regime. 
Even academics ran the risk of suffering great punishment for infuriating the regime. Wole 
Soyinka, the Nobel Laureate who was outspoken in denouncing the failed attempt for 
democracy, found his house was raided upon return and had to go into hiding. 
According to the Human Rights Watch (1995), the US was the leader in speaking up 
against human rights concerns in Nigeria. The execution of the Ogoni nine truly caught the US’s 
attention. On July 20, 1995, while testifying before the Subcommittee on African Affairs of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee George Moose declares as he narrates the problems with 
the Sani Abaca regime; "Much more troubling however have been developments on the political 
front. In March 1994, Ogoni activist Ken Saro-Wiwa, whose case has received much interest 
here in the U.S., was arrested for murder. He remains in custody while his trial proceeds by fits 
and starts" (Moose, 1995, p. 604). At the same hearing, Larry Diamond called the Nigerian 
government’s treatment of the Ogoni people an execution of massive state terror (United States, 
1995). The United States discussed providing funds to human rights organization in the region. 
One congressman called for the increase of the budget to human rights organizations in the 
region from 3 million to 5 million dollars through the National Endowment for Democracy 
budget and through the Agency for International Development fund. Talks of enacting an oil 
embargo ensued but an embargo was never executed. The spokesperson for corporations in the 
US was able to stall any further talks of executing the oil embargo (United States, 1995). Instead, 
in response to the recalcitrant Nigerian government, President Clinton banned visa requests of 
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any Nigerian who was involved with the Abacha regime and halted the military training 
programs it offered. 
Though the US government valued democracy, it also seeks to protect its economic 
investments. What was happening on the ground in Nigeria revealed the difficulties America 
faced in deciding how to proceed about the issues in Nigeria. The Abacha regime was actually 
protecting the economic investments of multinational corporations by doing all it could to silence 
democracy among its people. For this reason, it seemed a more economically favorable option 
for America to assume the role of a bystander as Nigerian pro-democracy groups including the 
Ogoni endured torture at the hands of the Abacha regime. More recently in 2012, the case of 
Kiobel v. Royal Dutch Petroleum Co. was brought before the US Supreme Court by Ogoni 
people living in the United States who demanded Shell be held responsible for the environmental 
damage to Ogoni. The court ruled in favor of the oil giants. 
African Women and Nonviolent Social Movements 
 Social movements have been portrayed as stereotypically masculine revolutions, and as 
such, have consistently pushed women into the shadows. Works about rights-based movements 
present an assumption that women were not involved in struggles by omitting women. Presley’s 
(1988) study about the Mau Mau revolution of Kenya reveals that women’s contribution to that 
movement has been seldom questioned, which presumes that males were the only ones involved 
in the movement. Furthermore, writers have shown that, when women are portrayed in 
movements, they are presented in a negative light. Presley writes that “When women’s activities 
are described in the pre-colonial histories, two pictures of women emerge. Women are seen 
either as victims of Mau Mau or as prostitutes who, through personal contact with male 
nationalists, were drawn to Mau Mau while resident in Nairobi” (p. 504). 
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Hassim’s (2008) study of the African National Congress’ Women’s League (ANCWL) is 
useful for understanding women’s organizing in Africa and its contentions with feminism. 
Hassim discusses the various stages of the ANCWL over a 100-year period, showcasing the 
feminist debates that emerged during those periods and the issues that impacted the outcome of 
each debate. She details the lifecycle of a woman’s organization that simultaneously functions as 
a women’s wing of a male-dominated organization, showing that the ANC’s achievement of 
independence did not mean liberation for women. Still, the League was often not ready to stand 
for women’s rights because it meant standing against its male dominated leadership. Hassim 
suggests that the League would have been better off being autonomous rather than an affiliate of 
ANC in terms of fighting for women’s rights; though, being connected to the ANC afforded 
them the chance to accomplish many things that might have been difficult were they 
autonomous.  
In the literature of nonviolent resistance, women are portrayed prominently to utilize 
tactics of nonviolent action to bring about peace. The Mano River Women’s Peace Network of 
Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia is a group that used nonviolence to fight for peace. In May 
2000, during the battles in the Mano River Union countries, when they heard the peace process 
might be derailed, women protested to the three nation’s leaders, including marching to the 
mansion of Liberia’s president to express their desires for peace. Their efforts succeeded in 
bringing the nations back to the negotiating table. Similarly, women of Somalia who fought for 
peace in the 1980s following the devastation caused by the civil war used radio to educate their 
communities about the ills of war, which contributed to bringing about the Mudug Region Peace 
Agreement. 
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In Nigeria, Wokoma (2006) details how the Ugborodo in the Niger Delta waged a ten-
day siege to protest the corporation outside of its headquarters at Escravos and demand cleanup 
of oil spillage. Comprised of the Ijaw, Ikaje, and Itsekiri women in 2002, they fought 
ChevronTexaco and Shell for employment for their children and husbands instead of employing 
outsiders to work, as well as assistance in establishing their own microeconomic enterprises. It 
became a month-long protest that began with thirty women between the ages of 30-90 and grew 
to more than 2000 (Wokoma, 2006).  
In a world with immense injustice, scholars have found that nonviolent resistance is 
becoming the strategy of choice more often than the use of violence (Chenoweth & Stephan, 
2016). The study of populations who have employed nonviolent means of making change 
presents new hope. It is people power. This study covers how Ogoni women have confronted the 
Nigerian government and multinational oil companies through the use of nonviolent tactics. 
Understanding Ogoni women’s nonviolent methods allows for interrogation into the power of 
nonviolence and helps to expand our understanding of practices for opposing injustice. Though 
the Ogoni Struggle continues, Ogoni women have made important gains for the Ogoni people 
and women. The following section provides background on Nigerian women’s organizing and 
the issues that comprise the backdrop against which Ogoni women waged their campaign for 
justice.  
Nigerian Women’s Organizing  
Ethnic Conflict during Colonialism 
Since the colonial period, one of main reasons for women’s organizing was for ethnic 
equality. Conflict between various ethnic groups in Nigeria is not a new phenomenon. During the 
colonial period, ethnic groups repeatedly asked the colonial government to find ways to 
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eliminate threats posed by other groups. One such group were the minority groups who 
petitioned the government to sanction the founding of the Ogoja Rivers Province in Southeast 
Nigeria. Their petition read as follows: “We are at the moment being crushed by a dictatorship of 
a special type. We do not wish to dwell on this point, yet…we have been compelled by imminent 
danger and oppression to take this step” (E.A., 1955). This group felt that the leaders of the 
current province that they were under did not distribute resources fairly. While communal 
disagreements among neighbors was not uncommon, with the advent of colonialism came 
another reason to compete with one another for resources and another avenue for getting desired 
results. Besides the government, the ethnic differences occurred in the economic arena as well. 
In 1947 the Market Women’s Association in Calabar Province petitioned the government to 
intervene in what they perceived as Ibo people’s monopoly over the market prices:  
You will agree with us that there has never been a time in Calabar when living was so 
hard…. We are members of “Market Women Association” of Calabar and our grievance 
are so many against Ibo men and women who are taking upon themselves the duty of 
intercepting trade goods from traders in mid-stream before their landing in the port of 
Calabar…you will agree with us that there has never been a time in Calabar when living 
was so hard…. The market women who used to assist their husband out of the profits of 
their trade in time of need experience difficulties at this moment…because the whole 
trade in Calabar has been monopolized by the Ibos…we now appeal to you as Native 
Authority to make laws to control the movements of these Ibo traders and also impose 
heavy fines on defaulters. (Nwan, 1947)  
In their petition, the women of Calabar asked the colonial government to intervene in what they 
perceived to be the Ibo people monopolizing the trade. They describe Ibo men and women going 
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to the river to negotiate prices before goods reach the shores. It is important to note that it was 
already a difficult time economically as the petitioners write that the government would agree 
“that there has never been a time when living was so hard,” which signifies that everyone would 
have felt the economic downturn, even the colonial leadership. Therefore, one might assume that 
the Market Women are especially on edge more than they would be under normal circumstances 
and that Ibos are not solely to blame for the economic situation. Rather, as immigrants to the 
area, they have become scapegoats for the widespread hardship. Still, the Market Women were 
more concerned with the oppression from the colonial government, as they often complained 
about unfair increases in taxes on goods and market stalls at which goods were sold.  
The colonial government made note of the Ogoni people’s relations with neighboring 
groups prior to colonialism. Colonial documents reveal writers taking interest in classifying the 
various groups’ practices in relation to one another and equally concerned with the various 
groups’ relationships with one another. Gibbon’s (1932) intelligence report on the Ogoni 
mentions the different inter- and intragroup relations between the Ogoni people and their 
neighbors: 
Inter-tribal disputes on the divisional, which is also the Provincial, boundary have been 
common in the South West among the creeks of the Andoni River, do not arise in the 
West where it follows the junction of the Tai and Eleme clans and have occurred in the 
North, at the meeting place of Ibo and Ogoni, where arbitration by the Divisional Officers 
of Opobo and Aba was necessary in February 1932. (Gibbons, 1932, p. 6) 
In explaining the groups with which Ogoni has conflict, Gibbons emphasizes that disputes 
happen more between groups from varying ethnic backgrounds, between Ogoni people and non-
Ogoni people. After explaining that there was an intermarriage restriction between the Ogoni and 
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their neighbors, except with the Ibibio, Gibbons quotes Dr. Baikie who wrote the following in 
1854: 
In addition to the marriage restriction, the fact that their country lay on the main trade 
route between Bonny and the Imo river was a reason for the Bonny slave raiders not to 
molest the Ogoni people for if the Ogoni were rendered hostile, they could blockade the 
Bonny trade routes. For this same reason the Bonny people molested the Andoni people 
whose water-ways their lines of communication ran, as little as possible. (as cited in 
Gibbons, 1932, p. 10) 
Here, Dr. Baikie describes the interethnic relations between the Ogoni and their neighbors as a 
result of trade relationships. He points out that Ogoniland lay along the lines of a major trade 
route, and since the Bonny, who were closer to the ocean, needed to keep that route open, they 
avoided troubling the Ogoni who could have blocked them. To strengthen his argument, Dr. 
Baikie points out that the Bonny people troubled the Andoni people, who are not located on their 
trade route. The Ogoni people’s advantageous relationship with their neighbors sheltered them 
from being sold into slavery. Dr. Baikie confirms that “In Koellers Polyglotta Africana no 
instance of [the Ogoni] language is found, an indication that but few of them were captured as 
slaves” (Gibbons, 1932, p. 9-10). 
 Gibbons goes on to add that the Ogoni people were often exploited by one of their 
neighbors, the Ikwere people (called Nkwere in quote) which caused tensions between them:  
In the state of isolation described, the only channel of intercourse with the outside world 
was the activity of settlers of the Nkwere race who introduced all the European articles 
used, did all the blacksmith’s work of the tribe, carried on such slave-dealing as there was 
in the Western side of the area and in short exploited the Ogoni in much the same way as 
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the Aros and the Opobos exploited the people among whom they settled. The 
development of the surrounding districts is destroying the once enormous influence of the 
Nkwere settlers but they remain a problem in Ogoni affairs today. (as cited in Gibbons, 
1932, p. 11) 
Here, Baikie highlights the origin of the Ogoni people’s difficult relationship with the Ikwere 
people by explaining that the Ikweres usually exploited the Ogoni people in trade. He goes on to 
point out that relationships of this kind are not unusual, as other groups like the Aros and the 
Opobos have acted in similar ways toward other groups for trade purposes. 
 An examination of Gibbon’s notes about ethnic conflict between groups in colonial 
Nigeria and Ogoni and its neighbors reveal that ethnic conflicts were as common as they would 
be anywhere else and were often related to trade disagreements. Still, it becomes clear that it was 
not unusual for people from one ethnic group to live among other ethnic groups, as we see with 
the Ibos in Calabar or the Aros and Opobos who settled among other ethnic groups. While trade 
caused conflicts, it also meant that the people still depended on one another and had to find ways 
to work together. One example is found in the Bonny people’s relationship to the Ogoni people 
who found ways to work with the Ogoni to ensure that their trade route remained unhindered. 
Racial Conflict during Colonialism 
Indeed, women also organized against the White colonial government. Labor strikes 
often occurred between indigenous people and the White owners like the strike against the 
Calabar Oil Palm Estate, a subsidiary of the United Africa Company, in 1942 or the nationwide 
strike by workers against the Nigeria Railway in 1947 (Manager of Calabar Oil Palm Estate, 
1942; Alderton, 1947).  
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One of the most notable instances of antiracist nonviolent protest occurred in 1925 when 
the women of Calabar protested the colonial government’s taxation laws on their trading 
equipment. In a detailed letter dated April 7th, 1925, to the Lieutenant Governor of the Southern 
Provinces, the “female members of Calabar community” explain the issue as beginning in the 
spring of 1924 when the colonial government announced that a new market law would become 
effective within a year. Upon learning of the announcement, the women communicated the 
adjustments they would make to accommodate the law to the Obong or the indigenous chief who 
worked as an intermediary between the colonial leaders and the indigenous people, and they 
requested a meeting with the colonial government District Officer but were repeatedly asked to 
wait for the District Officer to become available. As they were preparing their petition to him, 
they learned of yet another action the government was taking: “To our greatest surprise we 
discovered that orders had been given at the same time for fences to be erected at the 
Marina…tickets were also issued and tolls were demanded from the people who were carrying 
on their vending” (Archibong, 1925, p. 1-5). This action spurred the initial protests by the 
Calabar women as it “aroused the indignation of the majority of the women so much so that 
certain of them removed those sticks as a protest against the Market Law” (p. 3). The women 
stress that their removal of the sticks was nonviolent: “This they did without force as it was not 
necessary” (p. 3). The women later organized vigils at various churches around the community 
and were on their way to another church when they learned that the police were brutalizing 
women at the market. About this incident, they wrote: “news reached us that the Police were 
down at the Marina armed with 5 rounds of ammunition, inflicting wounds indiscriminately with 
bayonets and butts of their rifles and administering brutal kicks on helpless women.” The women 
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then went to the Native Court to protest the unnecessary violence at the market when they too 
were met with violence:  
That on hearing the news we came down and approaching the Native Court we saw a 
number of policemen with their bayonets fixed on their guns and one of them in our 
presence gave a woman a blow on her mouth with the butt of his gun that she fell down 
and was covered with blood…several women were badly wounded. (Archibong, 1925)  
To add insult to injury, the women were denied service at the hospital upon seeking treatment. 
These issues led the women and the Obongs to work together to boycott the Marina market at 
which the violence against the protesting women had begun. With the Obong’s support, the 
people set up another market outside of the colonial township boundaries. With this act, the town 
organized along racial lines with the indigenous people boycotting the colonial government with 
nearly 100 percent participation. To this unity against the White colonial government, the 
Resident of the Calabar Province writes the following to request advice from his supervisor, the 
Secretary of Southern Provinces in Lagos: “It is exceedingly difficult to know what to 
recommend. The Efik community will still not pay stall fees or attend the ‘Bush’ or ‘Marina’ 
markets” (Resident of Calabar Province, 1925). He goes on to explain that the movement against 
the colonial government is so serious that an unprecedented alliance has formed between all 
chiefs of Calabar led by the Obong:  
The ingratitude and hostile attitude towards government of the Obong, Adam Duke 
Ephraim, merits every misfortune that can be heaped on him. He is holding meetings and 
sending to the surrounding villages calling the Efiks to unite to depose Government. It is 
extremely difficult to get proof of what takes place at these meetings as no Efik except a 
few in Government employ can be trusted. These few are known to the Efiks and no one 
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except Efiks may attend. The Market Rule has united for the first time in history the 
seven Houses in Calabar. (Resident of Calabar Province, 1925) 
The colonial government eventually responded by outlawing the new market that the people had 
created and punished one of the most powerful chiefs who supported the people’s revolt—Obong 
Adam Ephraim Duke—by suspending his Native Court Warrant for three months and 
subsequently the monetary benefits of the position normally awarded to him and his family. 
Apart from the Calabar women’s protests, in 1930, an even more widespread women’s 
movement broke out in South Eastern Nigeria in response to taxation laws. In a letter to the 
Resident of Calabar Province, the Commissioner of Police of the same region described the 
widespread participation of the women’s organization as follows: 
In the Owerri Province there is no doubt that a state of unrest does exist. The centre of 
this unrest lies in the Ezinhite area around Nguru in the Owerri Division. In this area the 
Women’s organisation is called “Ohandum” which means “World of Woman” or “Spirit 
of Womanhood.” The organisation is divided into areas each in charge of a head woman. 
Below these Head Women are Town Leaders who control Town Committees. These 
leaders appear to have been chosen for their outstanding characteristics and their ability 
to act as “Spokeswomen” and not for their social position. Indeed, some of them have 
been women of loose morals. The names of all the women leaders in this area are known. 
The organization appears to hold sway irrespective of clan, creed or social position and it 
appears to have a perfect system of communication. (P.W.H.B., 1930) 
This letter confirms the widespread system of organizing women had developed to fight colonial 
oppression. In his letter quoted above, the Commissioner of Police confirms that the women have 
created a state of unrest in the Owerri Division, which spreads far beyond their area. He goes on 
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to describe their complex system of leadership and excellent system of communication. His goal 
seems to be to let the Resident of Calabar Province know that, indeed, the women have created 
an unbearable situation that cannot be ignored by the authorities, and they are powerful 
everywhere they go, as they appear to “hold sway irrespective of clan, creed or social position.” 
The Commissioner later describes the actions of the women as directly against the White man: 
“At the moment, the women will not believe anything the District Officer tells them, or indeed 
anything told them by any white man.” Here, the commissioner notes that the women’s 
movement was in response to the racism to which the women felt the government subjected 
them. The Commissioner goes on to report in detail an observation of the women in action: “On 
the 26th of October an Assistant Commissioner and twenty men proceeded to Orlu to meet the 
resident and on their way they passed through large crowds of women armed with sticks 
marching to Mbidi…crowds mostly composed of women (about twenty per cent men), demand a 
reduction in the tax owing to the low price of produce” (P.W.H.B., 1930). Again, as men are 
noted to be involved in the march, it becomes clear that women are leading a protest against 
racial and gender discrimination in the form of unbearable taxation of market goods.  
Part of this widespread women’s movement in 1930 is now known as the Aba Women’s 
War and is well documented as a powerful example of women’s nonviolent resistance against the 
colonial government. During this event, many women revolted against the colonial government’s 
proposal to introduce taxation on women’s produce shortly after they had enacted the same tax 
on men’s work. The protests began among the Igbo women of Oloki Village in Owerri and, 
within a few days, spread to the Opobo division for which hundreds of Ogoni women 
participated. The women, already feeling cheated since men had taken over the palm-oil business 
and left them to sell the less lucrative kernel oil, demanded that the Opobo district officer sign 
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that he would not tax them. According to Okonta and Douglas (2008), “The meeting, however, 
became rowdy, and the soldiers who had accompanied the District Officer opened fire on the 
unarmed women. Of those killed, sixteen were from Opobo, five from Ogoni, three from Nkoro, 
two from Andoni and one bystander from Lagos. Several more were wounded” (p. 53). The story 
of the Aba Women’s War provides insight into important methods that women in the Niger Delta 
used to deal with their colonial government and the brutal retaliation they suffered at the hands 
of the colonial masters. 
Similar to the Aba Women’s Movement, in 1955, the Market Women’s Association of 
Calabar petitioned the colonial government to change the increased taxes on market stalls after 
discovering that the fees had gone up. The newspaper reported on this petition, which stated, 
“That we, the Traders as well as the commoners look on this method of administration as an 
attack upon Freedom of action particularly where the council acts without respecting the feelings 
and susceptibilities of the people” (Ekpenyong, 1955). They go on to request that the local 
government authorities allow them to provide evidence supporting their claim that the 
government’s action is wrong:  
That the position being so outwardly perishing and detrimental on us as mothers and 
majority of us being widows with our children pursuing education at the present 
cost…we therefore appeal to the Regional Authority to invoke sec. 15 and 16 of the 
Eastern Regional Government Ordinance No. 16 of 1950 to ensure Inquiries to be held 
for the purpose of this Ordinance where we are prepared to supply evidence to show 
reasons and or cause why such increase should not be made with a view to reverse and or 
to modify this particular rating. (Ekpenyong, 1955)   
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Besides this instance of petitioning the government, the Market Women’s Association had, on 
several occasions, challenged the government’s laws against their trade. An examination of 
women’s actions during the colonial era reveals women’s tenacity in speaking against the ills of 
the colonial government. They developed strong and wide-reaching systems of mobilization that 
repeatedly threatened the colonial government’s ability to enact certain policies and did so 
through nonviolent means. The following section discusses ways that leading Nigerian women’s 
organizations becomes incorporated into state activities following Nigeria’s independence. 
Women’s Organizing Post Independence 
In the 1980s, the decade following the formation of FOWA, the main women’s 
organizations in Nigeria were either more for show or hailed Western ideologies as a reflection 
of the connections their founders had with the West. Influenced by the United Nations Decade 
for Women, they sought to be the international face for Nigerian women’s empowerment. 
During the nation’s transition to democratic rule, a new wave of women’s non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) would emerge specifically for the purpose of addressing women’s rights 
within the rhetoric of human rights.  
In the 1980s the three most influential women’s activist organizations were National 
Council of Women’s Societies (NCWS), Women in Nigeria (WIN), and the Committee of 
Women Development (CWD). These organizations varied in their stance on women’s issues and 
how to solve them. Amadiume’s (2000) discussion of these organizations provides an 
understanding of how Nigerian women have sought women’s empowerment. The National 
Council of Women’s Societies tended to be more conformist and politically driven (Amadiume, 
2000). By 1985, they had taken on the role of being an umbrella group for all women’s 
organizations in Nigeria. They claimed to be non-governmental and that their members could 
 32 
choose to support any political party. Yet, they seemed to be courting the major political party at 
the time. NCWS meetings would be opened by the state military governor, who was always a 
man, and many past officers of NCWS would soon be appointed to ministerial positions in the 
government. Leaders in 1986 took public appointments following their term with NCWS. The 
organization was involved in politics and tended to support traditional views about a woman’s 
place in society. In a speech during an NCWS conference in 1986, Maryam Babangida, the 
nation’s first lady at that time, asks women to always associate themselves with peace—that 
though there are many divisions, women should employ their femininity to influence their men 
to establish peace. On another occasion, the president of NCWS in Anambra state implored 
women to focus on the socialization of their children in the home as they can curb delinquency in 
youth if they do not neglect their principal role as mothers and wives. The members of this group 
tended to be elite women. 
Another main women’s organization was Women in Nigeria. WIN, an independent 
organization, was established in 1982 at the University of Amadu Bello in order to “promote the 
study of conditions of women in Nigeria, with the aim of combating discriminatory and sexist 
practices in the family, in the workplace and in the wider society” (Amadiume, 2000). WIN was 
aligned with the women’s empowerment agenda of the UN World Women’s Conferences and 
members even attended the 1985 Nairobi conference to present facts about Nigerian women’s 
conditions. They addressed issues, such as the acknowledgement of women’s work, 
improvement in healthcare for women, and easy access and qualification for credit. WIN was 
supported by international radical feminist groups.  
A third prominent women’s organization, the Committee of Women and Development 
(CWD) was instituted by the federal government in anticipation of the 1985 Nairobi conference. 
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The previous conference had passed a resolution for each nation to create a ministry of women’s 
affairs, and CWD was Nigeria’s way of fulfilling the commitment. The CWD had 
representatives at the state level and asked for a compilation of women’s organizations in each 
state. The setting up of the CWD ruffled NCWS’s feathers, as the latter was reluctant to share 
power with another “umbrella” organization for women. Thus, in the decade prior to the 
formation of FOWA, a variety of women’s organizations formed and increased the sense that 
women should be involved in the political sphere, even though some organizations practiced a 
combination of symbolic and genuine participation, as well as negotiating autonomy with men. 
Besides more politically active women’s organizations, there were also women’s rights 
organizations. Okafor writes that women’s rights NGOS emerged with the wave of human rights 
organizations that desired to critique the military dictatorship during the late 1980s and early 
1990s. Most of them are based in and operate from urban centers, especially Lagos, and often 
neglect rural areas. Most of the organizations are also elite, do not run democratically, and owe 
little to the populations they serve. Overall the organizations seemed to be so focused on civil 
and political rights that they neglected to address other important issues like gender rights. The 
common approach for previous male-dominated human rights organizations was to create a 
women’s wing of their organizations within their organizations, yet women’s rights 
organizations founded for the sole purpose of addressing women’s rights have been more 
successful at addressing women’s issues.  
This study tackles the topic of Ogoni women’s fight within the broader rights-based 
MOSOP and more specifically focuses on the issues of interest to the women and their 
contributions in the area of nonviolent protest. Thus far, this review of women’s participation in 
movements has examined the events that led to the Ogoni movement against multinational oil 
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companies, women’s nonviolent actions in Africa broadly, then addressed women’s participation 
in nonviolent movements during colonialism. This discussion is followed by the dominant 
Nigerian women’s organizations in the decade following the formation of FOWA. We find that 
Ogoni women who appear in broader nonviolent organizing during colonial times are mostly 
nonexistent following independence as the women’s organizations become more intertwined 
with elite politics in Nigeria and international NGOs. The following section draws attention to 
issues women face in Nigeria to begin to shed light on the landscape against which Ogoni 
women organized. 
Women’s Issues in Nigeria 
Rights-based movements often operate under the fallacious argument that what is good 
for all is good for women. However, movements are often patriarchally driven, which means 
their struggles are specifically for men’s rights. Thus, the actual argument they are making would 
be that what is good for men is also good for women, which is often not the case. Research on 
African women speaks to women-specific African issues. The entrenched history of patriarchy in 
many societies, including African ones, means that the development of women’s issues needed 
to be addressed directly. The following section provides an overview of some of these women-
specific issues. 
Education 
Education is one major identified issue for African women (Assie-Lumumba, 2005; 
Limbu, 2005). Though all agree that there are issues in women’s education, many trace today’s 
education issues back to colonial times and argue that those educational disparities continue into 
present times. Since colonial times Africans have received low levels and quality of education. 
Omwami (2013) argues that the colonial government did little to educate or advocate for the 
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education of Africans. Instead, many governments left the issue of education provision to 
missionaries who often held their own self-interest over African citizens’ concerns. Omwami 
further asserts that missionaries gave Africans second-rate education in basic literacy and 
clerkship. The missionaries’ primary goals were to spread the gospel and establish trade separate 
from the slave trade, not to educate.  
In Nigeria, formal education began when various European Christian missionaries started 
schools around the country in the mid-1800s. The first school in Nigeria was instituted by a 
Methodist missionary team in Badagry near Lagos, and the first pupils consisted of the children 
of ex-slaves from Sierra Leone who had come to establish a colony in the region. In 1845, the 
Church Missionary Society, of which ex-slave Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther was a member, 
established two schools in Badagry (Fafunwa, 1974). Missionaries also established the first 
school in Ogoni. In 1905 the Niger Delta Pastorate instituted Ogoni’s first primary school in 
Nwebiara for the purposes of literacy and learning Christianity, which would lead to clergy or 
civil service positions (Okonta, 2003). Men were the primary beneficiaries of these early formal 
education schemes. 
Education Post Colonialism 
Following independence, African nations invested heavily in education, as they viewed 
education to be a necessary component of economic growth (Assie-Lumumba, 2005). 
International economic crisis, coupled with neoliberal practices, seemed to undo their progress. 
In many African countries, the nation-building years immediately following independence were 
characterized by Keynesian welfare-state policies, during which African governments provided 
services to its people, which included free or subsidized university education for many students 
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(Omwami, 2015). African countries saw a spike in school enrollment as high as 90 percent for 
the primary school sector (Assie-Lumumba, 2005).  
The Keynesian period was followed by the structural adjustment years, during which 
governments struggled financially to meet the needs of their citizens leaders’ lack of democracy 
or preference for the authoritarian government to cut budgets and constrict aid from the World 
Bank and other aid agencies. Higher education introduced cost-sharing methods, and students 
were asked to bear the costs of their own education to make up for the lost government funding. 
Though some scholars critique African governments as the primary reason for failed economic 
growth following structural adjustment (Bates, 2008), others have shown that, while Americans 
and Europeans were enforcing structural adjustment periods for other countries, they maintained 
policies in their own countries that were less damaging (Carnoy, 1995). Neoliberal economic 
ideology impacted education in that we see more free-market economic moves in education, 
including more privatization in the education sector and, concurrently, an increasing burden on 
students to finance their own education (Omwami, 2015). For example, the numbers of private 
tertiary education grew during the late 1990s and early 2000s. 
Education in Nigeria 
In Nigeria, educational attainment for women continues to be subpar despite various 
initiatives to improve education for women (National Population Commission, 2016). Certainly, 
younger women and men are more likely to have secondary or higher education than older men 
and women. About 12 percent of people between the ages of 20 and 39 have more than a 
secondary-level education compared to about five percent of people over 40 years of age. The 
situation is particularly problematic in the rural regions of Nigeria like Ogoni. People living in 
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urban areas are five times more likely to have more than a secondary-level education than people 
living in rural areas.   
Statistics further reveal that more than 38 percent of Nigerian women have no formal 
education at all compared to 21 percent of Nigerian men; and 45 percent of Nigerian women 
compared to 62 percent of Nigerian men have a secondary or higher level of education (National 
Population Commission, 2016). The South South region where Ogoni is located has a relatively 
high level of school attendance compared to other regions. Seventy-three percent of women 
attend school versus 76 percent of males. Among states in the South South Zone, disparity 
between males and females is strongest in Rivers State within which Ogoni is located, with eight 
percent more males attending school than females.  
Nigeria’s aim to provide education reveals its attempt to undo the exclusivity of 
educational opportunities established during colonial times in exchange for a universal education 
that they hoped would improve the nation’s economy. However, that has not been the case due to 
the weakening of state capacities. Women’s educational needs have suffered under these 
circumstances. 
Public Spaces 
The issue of African women and public space is one that many development agencies 
have been quick to embrace and have advocated for women in political spheres and public office. 
For example, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW) calls for bringing women into public spheres and political office. CEDAW grants 
women the right to vote in all elections, to participate in the formulation and implementation of 
government policy, and to participate in non-governmental organizations and associations 
(United Nations, 2003). Nigerian National Gender Policy was created to satisfy the requirements 
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of CEDAW for Nigerian women’s right to participate in the public sphere and asserts that the 
government will “Adopt special measures, quotas and mechanisms for achieving minimum 
critical threshold of women in political offices, party organs and public life by pursuing 35% 
affirmative action in favor of women to bridge gender gaps in political representation in both 
elective and appointive posts at all levels by 2015” (Federal Ministry of Women, 2006.). Indeed, 
one of the main concerns of liberal feminists and the women’s movement was raising up women 
to be equal to their male counterparts in the public sphere, such as the workplace in which they 
fought for equal work opportunities and equal pay.  
Beginning in the late 1980s, the Nigerian government began to make moves to transition 
from a military government to democratic rule. President Babangida issued a call in 1989 for 
people to create formal political parties. Many women became engaged in politics during this 
period. Many Rivers and Bayelsa state women participated in presenting papers at a conference 
for the National Council of Women Societies and Women in Nigeria, which helped inform the 
decisions made by the Political Bureau that was in charge of aiding the transition. Okorobia 
(2003) writes that “Never before in the known history of Rivers and Bayelsa people had there 
been such conscious and conscientious efforts made to raise the level of political consciousness 
and participation of women as the ones initiated and vigorously pursued between 1985 and 
1993” (p. 193). The early FOWA women leaders would have emerged within this environment 
of heightened consciousness. 
We see the emphasis on moving African women into the public sphere through the way 
that development has especially targeted rural women. CEDAW asks State Parties to pay 
particular attention to rural women who comprise the vast majority of the most poor: “take all 
appropriate measures to ensure the application of the provisions of this Convention to women in 
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rural areas” and value the “significant roles which rural women play in the economic survival of 
their families, including their work in non-monetized sectors of the economy” (p. 97). The 
private sphere, symbolized by rural spaces, is then presented as one of the main issues for 
African women or women in developing nations. 
Nigeria attempted to target rural communities and rural women through its 
implementation of Local Government Areas or LGAs, which were implemented after a British 
example as a form of indirect rule in the 1940s (Amadiume, 2000). They grew out of the post-
war plan to make government more grassroots and to respect human rights. In the mid 1980s, 
during the structural adjustment period, Babangida turned his attention to rural development 
through the Directorate of Food, Roads, and Rural Infrastructure (DFRRI). 
 Despite attempts to bring Africans and African women into the public sphere, critics have 
spoken about ways in which these attempts were simply empty rhetoric or practices that did not 
benefit the people (Amadiume, 2000). For instance, though the LGAs were supposed to allow for 
improved democracy, they were not designed to benefit the people and only made the 
exploitation of rural people more efficient. The local government was out of reach for most rural 
people, and the amount of resources received were too small for such large areas. The LGAs 
received five percent of the total federal budget. This left NGOs to take care of much of the 
development issues—opening the rural areas for further exploitation by both the elite Nigerians 
and international groups. Furthermore, LGAs made it easier to collect local taxes, and the 
institution of LGAs gave the illusion that rural people were included in the government when 
they were not.  
Rural development has also attracted many opportunists (Okoh, 2003). In a speech in 
1985 military ruler Babangida announced that he was in favor of citizen participation and 
 40 
supported rural development initiatives to aid the transition to democracy (Okorobia, 2003). First 
Lady Maryam Babangida followed suit from the central government by heading a program that 
targeted rural women through her personally appointed women and development group. The first 
lady’s program allowed for the funneling of funds from international agencies into the hands of 
the leadership. By privileging the voices of elite women, however, the program created an 
opportunity for patronage and corruption, and the intended beneficiaries gained little 
(Amadiume, 2000). In terms of efforts to place women in political offices, dedicated women 
soon discovered that the more elite women were more concerned with numbers, the percentage 
of women in government offices, rather than instituting real change for all women (Amadiume, 
2000). 
Economic Conditions 
Scholars have written extensively about the economic deprivation experienced by many 
African women (Gladwin, 1991). Nigeria’s National Policy on Women states that “All efforts 
through special legislation, state bye-laws and gender specific policies at all levels of 
government and by the civil society though note-worthy have failed to deliver dividends of 
development to women and men equitably” (Federal Ministry of Women, 2006). In Nigeria, 
employment has been shown to be a key area in which women lag behind men. Although about 
70 percent of married women were employed, the majority of married women (86 percent) earn 
less than their husbands. Thirty percent of women said that they either have no control over the 
money they earn or that they have to make joint monetary decisions with their partners (National 
Population Commission, 2013. 
Many have traced Nigerian women’s deplorable economic welfare to neoliberalism 
which has been the practice underlying most of the development efforts since the 1940s 
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(Omwami, 2015). Neoliberalism was fully implemented during the 1980s by the Reagan 
Administration and was a response to the oil crisis of the 1970s. These policies were transferred 
to the African continent via the structural adjustment programs. Because of neoliberalism, 
Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) became the norm across African countries that relied 
heavily on Western loans to aid their economies. The SAPs were designed to quicken the pace of 
economic growth in African economies. Many nations adopted SAP policies, but this devastated 
their ability to provide welfare for their people. Neoliberalism also encouraged privatization of 
goods and services. In the African context, government stepped out of many sectors, which 
allowed for private companies to take over—an idea that is deeply rooted in the capitalist belief 
that competition improves the consumer’s experience by enhancing quality. 
 However, neoliberal practices have intensified racial and gender oppression. In an 
attempt to rebalance their economies, already struggling African economies withdrew much of 
the assistance they had been providing their citizens. Neoliberal policies were in direct contrast 
to Keynesianism or the welfare state and ultimately increased the economic burden upon 
individuals and families. For the Ogoni people, neoliberalism opened the doors for 
environmental racism. It succeeded in further opening up African markets to the exploitations of 
international corporations. Through these policies, multinational corporations, such as Shell, 
were able to quicken environmental degradation at an unprecedented rate with fewer government 
regulations. Neoliberal policies were especially detrimental to women, worsening gender 
oppression and leaving women and children, who constitute most of the poor, to fend for 
themselves (Goash, 2011).  
African women have repeatedly voiced discontent with dominant development theories. 
Amadiume (2000) asserts that colonialism rigidified male dominance in assigning the public 
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space as a male space. In turn, women’s power diminished: “African women found themselves 
more backward in terms of legal rights than they had in many pre-colonial socio-political 
systems which had clearly demarcated, instituted women’s spaces and rights both in the private 
and public spheres, even if they were hotly contested” (p. 22). Amadiume (2000) provides a 
glimpse of changes that occurred in Nigeria between the 1980s and the 1990s: 
Total public spending on education in sub-Saharan Africa fell in real terms between 
1980 and 1988 from US$11 billion to US$7 billion. The withdrawal of state support 
resulted in a drop in gross enrollment rates at the primary-school level, which fell from 
77.1 percent in 1980 to an estimated 66.7 percent in 1990. In Africa in the 1980s, 
female school enrollment rates dropped and drop-out rates increased. On average, only 
37 percent of school-aged girls were enrolled in first or second levels of education in 
1990. (p. 28) 
These figures challenge the underlying assumption of neoliberalism that development 
will improve wellbeing for all through the principles of trickle-down economics (Rai, 2011). In 
turn, they provide a clearer picture of the circumstances under which FOWA organizing began. 
Culture 
African culture is an important consideration in any discussion about issues that African 
women face because African culture is often used as an argument to support the need for African 
women’s autonomy or explain their subjugation. For some, African cultural traditions hurt 
women and therefore development efforts can help bring about women’s equality. Others argue 
that precolonial African traditions were more beneficial to women and thus various forms of 
development since colonialism that have ruptured African traditions exacerbate various issues 
African women face. Development discourse has often been on the side of attempting to save 
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African women from detrimental cultural traditions. The United Nations Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) “focuses on elements of 
social traditions, customs, and cultural practices that ‘legitimately’ violate women’s rights in 
many societies, identifying them as elements that help perpetuate de facto inequality” (World 
Health Organization, 2010, p. 232). As such, it aims to propel women out of “cultural” places 
and “cultural practices” that hinder women. The African Charter states that women may 
participate in the formulation of cultural policies: “Women shall have the right to live in a 
positive cultural context and to participate at all levels in the determination of cultural policies” 
(The Protocol, 2003, p.16). Though it acknowledges that African culture can be positive, the 
assumption here still is that, without intervention, African culture impedes women’s 
empowerment. 
We also see development agencies’ attack on African culture in their vilification of 
African customary laws. Sesay and Odebiyi (1998) argue that gender inequality is deeply rooted 
in African cultural attitudes and social behavior. They point to the following as evidence of the 
patriarchal nature of traditional African culture: women kneeling in front of their husbands in 
Yoruba culture; women’s status derived from role of wife and mother; and the preference of 
male children over female children. 
 While some view African culture as a reason to save African women, indigenous 
movements have tended to use arguments about preservation of cultural traditions to call for 
fights against and the reversal of colonial and Western imperialistic practices. Scholars for 
indigenous knowledge call for the validation of other non-Western ways of knowing and 
reversing the universality of formal European schooling systems (Dei, 2011; Carter, 2011). It is 
this argument for the right to preserve their culture that the Ogoni employ in three of their 
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demands in the Ogoni Bill of Rights. They include the use and development of Ogoni languages 
in Ogoni territory, the full development of Ogoni culture, and the right to religious freedom (The 
Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People, 1991).  
 African feminists also draw upon the unique traits of African cultural traditions to assert 
their definition of women’s issues: “African feminists direct their attention to issues relating to 
human survival and access to good education and political power” (Okoh, 2003, p. 28). 
Amadiume (2000) argues that modernizers came and changed traditional systems already in 
place, which has caused disruptions in the relations between men and women. In response to 
customary laws that seem to exclude women, Amadiume suggests an alternative explanation for 
the seemingly sexist practice, which has emerged from her study of Nnobi women in Nigeria. 
She writes that the exclusion of women could be to ensure that only the people of the community 
could be part of the leadership council, since men were allowed to bring outside wives into the 
community, and women who marry outside the community merge with their husband’s 
communities. Therefore, African cultural traditions have been used to support change for women 
or served as a reason to be wary of development efforts.  
Health 
African women’s health has been an additional area of women’s issues that has drawn 
much attention (Okeke-Ihejirika, Salami, & Karimi, 2018). Studies about women’s health have 
tended to focus on the ways in which women’s health is an indicator for women’s empowerment. 
Health concerns also include violence against women and reproductive health-related topics.  
The Nigerian Demographic Health Survey measures attitudes about wife beating in 
Nigeria, as well as perceptions concerning married women’s positions in marriage relationships 
(National Population Commission, 2014). About 35 percent of women and 25 percent of men 
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agree that a husband is justified in beating his wife if she burns the food, argues with him, goes 
out without telling him, neglects the children, or refuses to have sex with him. They further 
report that married women in Nigeria have less control over their lives with half reporting that 
they do not participate at all in decision-making about their own health, household purchases, or 
visits to relatives, and over a third report that their husband or partner wishes to know where he 
or she is at all times.  
The Demographic Health Survey for Nigeria concludes that violence against women is a 
“common practice in Nigeria,” according to data about domestic violence, spousal violence, and 
female genital cutting (National Population Commission, 2014). Nineteen percent of women in 
the South South zone had reported that they experienced physical violence in the past 12 months. 
Thirty-six percent of the women noted that their spouse committed the act of violence. Almost a 
third of women reported that they had experienced physical violence since the age of 15. The 
South South zone (within which Ogoni is located) had the highest reported amount of violence 
out of all six of the zones in Nigeria. While all of Nigeria averaged 16 percent in prevalence of 
spousal violence, 28 percent of never-married women in the South South region say that they 
have experienced spousal violence. Still, divorced, separated, or widowed women seem to be the 
most vulnerable to physical violence, as they are twice as likely to have experienced physical 
violence in the past 12 months. One practice that has been deemed violence by some and a 
cultural practice by others is female genital cutting or female circumcision, which has been 
linked with increased health risks for women. It is a practice that inhibits women’s feeling of 
pleasure during intercourse (National Population Commission, 2014). In 2013, 25 percent of 
women had been circumcised and 17 percent of girls younger than 15 were circumcised. Female 
genital cutting is most prevalent in the North West region of Nigeria, but 25% of women in the 
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South South region are circumcised, which matches the national average. Thus, women’s health 
statistics have focused on how women’s domestic situations interfere with their empowerment. 
 Thus far, this literature review has treated issues African women have organized against 
historically and issues that development and national agencies have pointed out as problem areas 
for them. These include ethnic and racial conflict, education, public spaces, economic conditions, 
culture, and health. The following section thus considers issues African women may face after 
immigration to the United States and their responses to these problems. 
African Immigrant Women’s Issues 
This study further aims to consider Ogoni women’s methods and issues within the U.S. 
context. For what do they continue to fight in the United States? What methods do they employ? 
While there is a dearth of research on African immigrant women (Okeke-Ihejirika et al., 2018), 
this section reviews literature about African immigrant migration that focuses on issues affecting 
women. 
Background on African Immigration to United States 
The paths to immigration have been difficult, especially for Black immigrants (Suárez-
Orozco, 2012). Between 1900 and 1909, African immigrants in the United States comprised less 
than one percent of the total migrants to the United States, and many of these earlier African 
immigrants were light-skinned Egyptians or South Africans and some Cape Verdeans who came 
to settle in New England after a famine devastated their lands (Department of Homeland 
Security, 2012; Berlin, 2010). Then the 1921 Immigration Quota Law and the 1924 Immigration 
Act, or the Johnson-Reed Act, caused further restriction of Blacks and African immigrants, as 
they instituted a national origins formula that would favor immigrants from origins already living 
in the United States. The 1921 act stated that the United States would only admit three percent of 
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the number of people from a particular country already in the United States. The Johnson Reed 
Act of 1924 decreased the admittances to two percent. These acts reveal the systematic 
prevention of the immigration of people of African descent throughout U.S. history. 
In 1965, Congress revised the 1924 Johnson Reed Act and promised to maintain the same 
goal of not dramatically changing the racial makeup of the American population. The result, 
however, was quite different. The 1965 Act, or the Hart-Cellar Act, signed into law by Lyndon 
B. Johnson allowed for families to immigrate for the purposes of reunification with immediate 
family members and welcomed high-skilled workers through the institution of a quota for 
underrepresented nationalities in the United States. It granted nations a total quota of 20,000 
from historically underrepresented countries not including immediate family members who 
arrive to reunite with their loved ones. That quota has since been increased to 50,000. The 1965 
Act diminished the preference of immigrants from Northern and Western Europe, making room 
for others, Eastern and Southern Europeans, Asians, and Africans, to gain entry into the United 
States.  
After the African independence movements of the late 1960s and 1970s, Britain and 
France closed their borders to their newly freed colonies. Furthermore, economic turmoil in the 
former colonies increased people’s desires to emigrate from these countries to the United States. 
And in poured the new immigrants. The 1965 bill went into effect in 1968, and, between 1970 
and 1979, the number of Black immigrants rose to 71,405 and continued to rise in decades to 
come. Between 1990 and 1999, 346,410 immigrants from Africa arrived on U.S. shores (US 
Department of Homeland Security, 2012). Many of the Ogoni immigrants involved in this study 
came to the United States during the 1990s or shortly after. 
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In addition to the 1965 act and independence movements, the instatement of the 
Congressional Black Caucus (CBC) also contributed to the increased number of immigrants to 
the United States. The CBC emerged out of the gains from the Civil Rights Movement of the 
1960s and in 1980 contributed to raising the ceiling for the number of refugees permitted entry 
from Africa. In 1986 the CBC also helped to pass the Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA), which granted undocumented immigrants who had been living in the United States since 
1982 a chance to obtain citizenship. IRCA permitted hundreds of thousands of African 
immigrants to legalize their status, and it promoted family reunification, which allowed many 
more to sponsor family members to immigrate.  
Like other immigrants, Africans tend to live in parts of cities within which there are large 
non-White populations (Arthur, 2010). They often opt to live in neighborhoods with a high 
percentage of immigrants or other people from their region or country of origin. Living in close 
proximity with people from their countries, they are likely to form strong communities with 
those who continue to collectively maintain African identities.  
Education 
Education continues to be a major issue for African immigrant women in the United 
States. Though education levels are overall lower in Africa, African immigrants tend to have 
higher levels of education than people living in Africa and other U.S. immigrants who have 
travelled shorter distances. In 2009 38% of Black African immigrants to the United States had a 
four-year college degree compared to 25% of the U.S. population (Capps, McCabe, & Fix, 
2012). This higher level of education may be due to the selectivity of Black African immigrants 
who are allowed to enter the United States on the diversity visa, which requires at least two years 
of college and evidence of financial resources to sustain themselves. Most Africans claim that 
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their main purpose for immigration to the United States was to get a good education, and their 
emphasis on education becomes stronger post migration (Halter & Johnson, 2014). However, 
African immigrant fathers are more likely to be educated than African immigrant mothers.  
 Black Immigrants’ English proficiency is also high compared to other immigrant groups. 
Black immigrants often come with a language advantage, as many of the sending countries speak 
English (Suárez-Orozco, 2012). Seventy percent of Black African immigrants are proficient in 
English. Halter and Johnson (2014) show that West African immigrants’ high English 
proficiency provides an advantage in the workforce but does not necessarily manifest into higher 
income.  
Issues in Black immigrant education have tended to be overlooked on the basis of an 
immigrant paradox that may or may not exist. Studies concerning Black immigrant education 
examine the topic of the immigrant paradox in education by comparing Black Americans with 
Black immigrants or comparing Black immigrants across generations. Ogbu (1995) compared 
Black immigrants to U.S.-born Blacks and suggested that there is an immigrant paradox when it 
comes to education outcomes. He divided Americans into three groups: those who belong to the 
dominant culture, minorities who come to the United States willingly; and involuntary minorities 
forced to the United States, such as Black Americans who came as enslaved persons and Native 
Americans whom settlers drove from much of their land. Based on ethnographic observations, 
Ogbu came to the conclusion that Black Americans who are involuntary minorities resisted 
“acting white” and took on an oppositional cultural frame of reference, which led to poor 
academic outcomes and performance in school. Voluntary minorities, including immigrants, 
were less likely to assume oppositional frames of reference, which allowed them to progress 
academically in more productive ways than their native-born counterparts.  
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By contrast, Suárez-Orozco (2012) writes that the evidence is inconclusive as to whether 
or not the immigrant paradox holds for Black immigrants. Since the paths to immigration 
continue to be difficult for Black immigrants, those who actually do immigrate to the United 
States tend to be of upper- and middle-class backgrounds. Refugees tend to have lower levels of 
education and English proficiency than non-refugees. They also tend to have experienced an 
interruption of their formal education. Hence, when they arrive at school, they are not only trying 
to catch up in adjusting to the new environment but are also trying to gain skills that will put 
them on par with their peers. Many Ogoni people involved in this study immigrated as refugees. 
Economic Welfare  
Besides education, economic welfare continues to be an issue for African immigrants in 
their new setting. There is a general feeling among West Africans that they must migrate 
internationally if they are to achieve their economic goals (Arthur, 2009). Structural Adjustment 
Programs (SAPs) implemented by multilateral lending agencies and designed to support smaller 
government in the 1980s stunted West Africa’s growth and caused even more people to look 
westward. West Africans migrate for the improvement of their families back home. They go to 
the places at which they believe economic opportunities are available and the cost of living 
seems bearable (Arthur, 2009). However, upon arrival, economic hardship often continues to 
constitute their reality. 
African immigrants remain one of the lowest earning groups in the United States. 
Arthur’s (2010) study of over 300 African immigrants found that 50 percent of male participants 
between the ages of 45-55 were unemployed. Wilson (1999) found that Black immigrants are 
most likely to be jobless compared to all other immigrant populations; though, they are less 
likely to be jobless than Black natives. Other studies attribute the slightly higher employment 
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rate of Black immigrants in comparison to Black natives to strong immigrant networks that exist 
to help newcomers gain employment (Waters, 1999; Wilson, 1999). Even when they are 
employed, however, income is overall lower. The average total family income for the 
participants in Arthur’s (2010) study was less than $16,000, 20 percent below the official poverty 
line. Wilson also found that African immigrants make about $2000 less than the average 
American household (as cited in Halter & Johnson, 2014). They often work in the service 
industry, which includes the domestic work sector, lower levels of the healthcare industry, and 
the hospitality industry. Africans are also less likely to be undocumented—a status that would 
impede employment prospects.  
Though a number of African immigrants may come to the United States with high skills 
and education, it is not unusual for employers to dismiss these (Halter & Johnson, 2014). Among 
high-skilled workers, African immigrants fair worse than their European and Asian counterparts 
and have higher unemployment rates. Even when they are able to gain employment, the work is 
often in low-skilled occupations. “In 2009, for example, over a third of those African immigrants 
who had been in the United States for fewer than ten years and arrived holding a college degree 
or higher were working in unskilled jobs” (Halter & Johnson, 2014, p. 81). Thus, African 
immigrants end up working in low-skilled jobs like many working-class Americans.  
Compounding the low wages, African immigrants often must remit a significant portion 
of their income to assist family members left behind in their native country (Sall, 2005; Arthur, 
2009). Much of the research on African immigrants underscores how they maintain strong ties to 
their countries through remittances. In this way, they directly participate in their home nation’s 
economy. These economic ties might infiltrate participation in organizations as well.  
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The process of immigration tends to bring changes to family roles. Many of the Black 
women immigrants may become heads of household. In their home countries many of the 
women were expected to raise children and perform domestic duties. Upon arrival, immigrant 
women often must find work outside of their homes and welcome the independence that work 
brings (Wong, 2000). Roles might change for children as well. Migration may increase 
children’s responsibilities in the home as life in the new place may necessitate both parents 
working (Suárez-Orozco & Qin, 2006). Many times, it is young women of the household who 
bear the brunt of domestic work (López, 2003).  
Immigrant Women and Discrimination 
Many have highlighted the various kinds of discrimination that African immigrant 
women face post migration (Suárez-Orozco, 2012; Akinsulure-Smith et al., 2008; Ogunsiji et al., 
2012; Wong, 2000). The literature confirms that racial discrimination remains part of African 
immigrants’ experience in the United States. Thus, African immigrants and researchers alike 
have voiced that immigrants encounter racial discrimination along with Black native-born 
persons because of phenotypic similarities. Suárez-Orozco (2012) highlights that “immigrants 
who are racially distinct from the majority are at particular risk for experiencing discrimination” 
(p. 363). However, immigrants may be less likely to report discrimination. One study found that 
62 percent of natives were more likely to report discrimination compared to 29 percent of 
foreign-born Americans (Smith & Edmonston, 1997). This difference in treatment may 
contribute to what some scholars have demonstrated as a preference for immigrants over native 
Blacks among employers (Waters, 2003; Neckerman & Kirschenman, 1991). 
Ifejika Speranza and Roth (2000) speak to the discrimination that African immigrant 
women often encounter in their host countries. Their study of African women’s social networks 
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after immigration to Switzerland concluded that it was difficult to build relationships in the host 
country, as they felt discriminated against based on their gender and their race. Several of the 
women shared that many people they encountered in their new home regarded them as 
prostitutes or poverty-stricken people. The women also thought the method of developing 
friendships was different in their new setting, and one respondent noted that she would even have 
to make an appointment to visit relatives. Overall, Ifejika Speranza and Roth (2000) report that 
the African women felt that money, time, and relationships were too defined by capitalistic 
views. 
The Importance of Social Networks 
 Besides dealing with discrimination, after migration, immigrants have the new challenge 
of redefining and recreating their social networks. Arthur (2010) employs the transnational 
immigrant networks as a theoretical framework and asks how African immigrant transnational 
networks facilitate the integration of African immigrants into the affairs of their host societies 
and, at the same time, help them to connect to their respective countries of origin. He builds upon 
Boyd’s (1989) ideas that transnational immigrant networks inform the migratory decision-
making of immigrants about the density, settlement, adaptation, and integration of immigrants in 
their new spaces. Arthur further argues that “for the African immigrant, the structural 
mechanisms designed to support the survival and continuity of their cultural communities may 
include religious festivals, familial-based celebrations of births, deaths, marriages, and class-
tribal-national and continental affiliatory groupings and activities designed to elevate their 
collective and shared heritages” (p. 80).  
Ifejika Speranza and Roth (2000) reveal that the importance of the family network and 
building connections outside of the household. Many of the women in their study had come to 
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join their partners abroad, and the partners played a key role in the women’s successful 
integration into Swiss society. It seems that Whites are the least likely candidates with whom 
African immigrants build networks, as African immigrants feel racially discriminated by Whites. 
African immigrants appear more likely to relate to non-Whites. 
Spitzer’s (2008) study of African women in Alberta sought to understand the identities 
women had taken on since their immigration and how they drew upon these identities to build 
networks of support. The women in this study built networks based on religious affiliations, 
francophone or not, country of origin, and continent. Overall, African immigrants found new 
ways to identify after immigration. The study found that the ways in which the women identified 
depended upon how long they had been resettled, as well as the concentration and make-up of 
other Black immigrants in their area. With increased Black immigrant groups, Africans were 
more likely to see themselves as Africans, network with other Africans, and distinguish 
themselves from other Black immigrant groups.  
 This literature review has attempted to provide background on African women’s 
organizing by paying particular attention to the issues they experience in their daily lives. I have 
also presented issues African immigrant women face including education, economic, and social 
considerations that may affect their organizing in the United States. Overall, I find that 
scholarship focuses primarily on African women’s issues as explained by development agencies 
gives less attention to women’s explanations of the issues they face and how they organize 
against those issues. Scholarship about African immigrant women in general is even rarer and 
work on their organizing efforts have all but escaped notice.  This study aims to fill these gaps by 
analyzing African women’s organizing as well as the methods they use to fight the injustice they 
experience in Africa and post-migration in the United States.   
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study takes issue with falsities that concepts of colonization and globalization 
propagate. Broadly, these concepts have functioned under the pretext that nations are 
incorporated into a more powerful and beneficial system. Colonizers sought to civilize Ogoni 
people, that is, bring them out of a dark existence. Similarly, globalization by its very term seeks 
to introduce them to the world. In actuality, these systems have ravaged the Ogoni environment, 
diminished their political autonomy, destroyed their economy and discounted their social and 
cultural practices. Critical Race Grounded Theory is employed in recognition of these gaps in 
dominant theoretical frames and is used to develop a way of examining African women’s issues 
that centers around their own perspectives. I draw upon decolonial feminism which uncovers the 
colonizers’ goals to destroy people of women color. I also refer to the concept of intersectionality 
as articulated by Black feminists to call for the need to recognize the multiple facets of Ogoni 
women’s marginalization. Finally, localization theory I developed to give name to the specific 
type of oppression Ogoni women face. 
Critical Race Grounded Theory 
Critical Race Grounded Theory (CRGT) is the larger theoretical frame guiding this study, 
since African women’s perspectives have been erased from dominant scholarship (Malagon, 
Huber, & Velez, 2009). CRGT was developed by feminist scholars engaged in and committed to 
social justice research through their use of Critical Race Theory. CRGT was created as a 
response to "frustration with traditional, qualitative research methods to accurately understand 
and document the complex experiences” of people of color and begins from the premise that 
dominant knowledge and histories have historically favored White males (p. 253). As such, 
CRGT builds upon the final tenet of Critical Race Theory, which asserts that the voices of people 
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of color matter when tackling racial injustices, and people of color bring unique perspectives 
because of their experiences with racism, which can be a powerful tool in exposing inequality. 
CRGT builds upon the grounded theory approach, which is characterized by building theory 
from collected data rather than seeking to test any one particular theory (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990). CRGT then aims to build theory from the lived experiences of the researcher's informants 
and research collaborators. The use of CRGT in this study allows African women’s experiences 
to take a central position. 
Thus, CRGT stresses the importance of cultural intuition or the experiences that people of 
color bring to research and engages the knowledge both researcher and participants bring to the 
study in building theory. This cultural intuition allows researchers of color to intercept dominant 
narratives about communities of color and further allows for the creation of research that better 
centers the experiences of people of color; "By being more attuned to these sources of 
knowledge or forms of "cultural intuition," a researcher is more reflexive throughout the research 
process and is better able to 'ground' her work in the life experiences of People of Color" (p. 254-
255).  
The importance of cultural intuition in this work and others aiming to develop new 
archives of work for communities who have been historically marginalized in academic 
scholarship cannot be overstated. As this study is one of the firsts in documenting the important 
role Ogoni women play in the MOSOP movement and in their communities, I recognize that the 
way I approach this study must involve creation of new instruments for conducting the study. 
While there are tools that can help us begin to understand how to approach such a study, few if 
any can truly capture how Ogoni women experience the issues they face and how they approach 
organizing. In developing the theory of localization, I draw from my experience of living and 
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conducting research in Ogoni and as an Ogoni person residing in the United States. I draw from 
my understanding of their relationship with multinational companies, the Nigerian government, 
and the US government. I draw from my understanding of what would alleviate much of the 
issues they face. Localization theory is thus based on both my experiences and those of my 
participants out of disagreement with theories that employ the term globalization to speak to the 
marginalization of women of color who claim the Global South as home. I do not ignore my 
position as an Ogoni woman as I conduct the study. But I also do not ignore the views of the 
women with whom I visited and learned from.  
Decolonial Feminism 
In her 2010 article, “Toward a Decolonial Feminism,” María Lugones first stresses the 
importance of recognizing the inner workings of the colonial logic, and then the need for women 
of color to recognize the variety of methods for resistance. She presents the concept of the 
coloniality of gender as rooted in the categorial logic of colonialism. That is, colonialism 
operates by sorting and categorizing aspects of the world in a dichotomous and hierarchical 
fashion. In this manner, the colonial logic recognizes the categories of humans and non-humans. 
In the category of “humans” were white European men. White European women were seen as 
“inversions” of men (p. 744). Through these dichotomous relationships, non-white males or 
colonized men fell into the category of “non-humans,” thus “not-men,” while colonized females 
were considered “not human,” as in “not women.” Thus, Lugones describes a colonial logic 
wherein aspects of the world either “are” or “are not.” People of color, especially colonized 
females, are not.  
Because colonialism created gendered and racial categories, these categories are designed 
to recognize only men in the categories of race, and white women in the category of gender. 
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Lugones writes: “. . . the semantic consequence of the coloniality of gender is that ‘colonized 
woman’ is an empty category: no women are colonized; no colonized females are women. Thus, 
the colonial answer to Sojourner Truth is clearly, ‘no’ (p. 745) If colonized women are not, they 
are thus deemed “nothings” and “non-existent.” Lugones asserts that the coloniality of gender 
continues to operate in our world today. About women of color’s status, she writes that, 
“modernity attempts to control, by denying their existence . . . by robbing them of validity and 
co-evalness” (p. 749).  
Understanding of the coloniality of gender must therefore inform our understanding of 
the appropriate modes of resistance, Lugones argues. Resistance must reaffirm the value of the 
lives of women of color. Resistance must actively fight the erasure and state of death in which 
colonial modernity has placed women of color. Through the concept of world-travel, Lugones 
presents coalition-building as critical to the process of resistance. Her essay, “Playfulness, 
‘World’-Traveling, and Loving Perception,” answers the call for ways to bridge gaps in diverse 
women’s understanding of one another’s struggles; she proposes a “praxis of love,” of reaching 
across the table, of listening, hearing, and learning from one another, as a starting point for 
working toward a collective resistance to oppression in its various forms (Lugones, 1990). 
Lugones proposes that women of color “travel” to one another’s worlds cross-racially and cross-
culturally, as a way of learning to love one another. Indeed, she acknowledges that women of 
color must travel on a daily basis to more mainstream worlds because of the negation of their 
own experiences. She differentiates this type of forced travel, characterized by hostility and 
exhaustion, with “playful” travel, through which one approaches women from different 
backgrounds with curiosity and love. There are worlds that have “. . . agon, conquest, and 
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arrogance as the main ingredients in their ethos . . ., but there are ‘worlds’ that we can travel to 
lovingly and traveling to them is part of loving at least some of their inhabitants” (p. 401). 
Consequently, for Lugones, coalition-building is an imperative. She writes that “it is 
movement toward coalition that impels us to know each other as selves that are thick, in relation, 
in alternative socialities and grounded in tense, creative inhabitations of the colonial difference” 
(2010, p. 748). For her, then, both an understanding of oneself and of others is a reflexive praxis 
that creates a loop wherein coalition-building helps us better understand our positions, and in 
turn helps us see others better. Coalition-building, then, serves as a critical aspect of revealing 
the “invisible” woman hidden by the colonizing logic of categories. The term “women of color” 
supports this necessary coalition-building, which hits back at the invisible positions these women 
have been relegated to, helping reclaim both humanhood and womanhood. 
Through the example of Ogoni women’s resistance movement, I show nonviolent 
resistance as an appropriate mode of resistance to the coloniality of gender because it works to 
fight the invisibility of women of color. I reveal the operations of the coloniality of gender in the 
experiences of Nigerian and Ogoni women and their participation in the Ogoni movement. I 
identify ways the state denies their existence and discuss how these women act to insist upon 
their humanity. In turn, I respond to Lugones’(2010) call to shed light on the various modes 
operating in the “oppressing/resisting process at the fractured locus of the colonial difference. . . 
to follow subjects in intersubjective collaboration and conflict, fully informed as members of 
Native American or African societies, as they take up, respond, resist, and accommodate to 
hostile invaders who mean to dispossess and dehumanize them” (p. 748). 
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Black Feminism and Intersectionality 
In both Africa and in the United States, Ogoni women’s identities as Black women plays 
a key role in their experiences. Scholars have examined the ways in which White supremacy is a 
global phenomenon, and, consequently, blackness is a discriminating marker around the world 
(Mills, 1994). Pierre (2013) reveals how racism in British-colonized Africa took the form of 
nativization or rendering indigenous Africans as natives ruled by White colonizers in power. 
Indeed, in Nigeria “Native Administrations” were instituted by the colonial governments to 
distinguish the indigenous courts from the ones operated by the White men. Black feminism 
emphasizes that forms of oppression, including race and class, intersect with gender to affect 
people’s experiences. Thus, Ogoni women’s experiences are determined not only by their 
blackness but their gender, their class, immigrant status, as well as their ethnicity. Scholars of 
intersectionality reiterate that the various aspects of one’s identities cannot be compartmentalized 
and that their standpoint at intersectional identities have meant being overlooked (Combahee 
River Collective, 1977; Crenshaw, 1991). They aim to transform society using a holistic 
approach, particularly through what Ware terms “eradication of elitism in all human 
relationships” (as cited in Hooks, 2000). To begin from Ogoni women’s experience would be to 
consider allowing for the possibility of a multiplicitous understanding of feminism and methods 
of uncovering those perspectives. 
Localization Theory 
Drawing from Decolonial feminism, Black feminism and employing my cultural intuition 
as and Ogoni woman to the experiences of the participants in this study, the theory of 
localization has been formed to give voice to how Ogoni women experience the devastating 
processes scholars term globalization. African women’s position as members of “the third 
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world” has meant omission and marginalization. One FOWA member explains this 
marginalization as she details the Ogoni people’s experiences of the exploitation of their land at 
the hands of Shell in the following words:  
We have a swamp of crude oil which we are not able to tap by ourselves, so Shell 
company now came to our land to inquire to tap it. We are now requesting that they 
should use one day tapping [proceeds], they should release that one day tapping 
[proceeds] for us who are the owner of that crude. Instead of them to do that, they now 
design a strategy to destroy us, to kill us. (Nwinde, personal communication, August 
2015) 
For Ogoni people, this carefully designed strategy to destroy them as Nwinde, a FOWA member, 
mentions can be described as localization. For this woman, to be destroyed means suffering 
exclusion from participation in the global sphere to which proceeds of the oil from Ogoni go. I 
define localization as a force that pushes someone into a subordinate position. This localization 
reflects marginalized populations’ experience of globalization as subjection to local spheres in 
terms of education, physical space, economic welfare, and culture.  
Scholars have tended to ignore the difference in the power relationship between the local 
and the global. In fact, they might neutralize the terms local and global. In an article that 
addresses the local and global dichotomy in women’s organizing, Basu (2000) bypasses the 
established power difference between the local and global by simply redefining the terms: 
I am aware that local can connote the supposed particularism, provincialism and 
primordialism of the Third World while global may connote the breadth and universality 
that is often associated with Western feminism. By contrast, I use the term local to refer 
to indigenous and regional, and the global to refer to the transnational. I use these terms 
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because they correspond to the levels at which a great deal of women’s activism is 
organized, namely at the grassroots and transnational levels. (p. 69) 
In opting for a denotative meaning of local and global, Basu (2000) ignores the power inequality 
between the local and the global. The local and the global cannot be neutral terms. One clearly 
holds power above the other. History demonstrates that power has long been synonymous with 
expansion, which we can interpret to be the global sphere, while expansion and subjugation work 
in partnership. One cannot expand without deliberately subduing groups already in operation in a 
specific place.  
Certainly, the localization of African populations has occurred since the colonial era. The 
British’s strategy of indirect rule worked to subjugate Africans at their particular locals. The 
British imposed taxes on Africans, combining various ethnic groups under one territory, which 
had previously functioned as independent countries. Colonialism was a deliberate plan to weaken 
Africans. European colonialism nativized Africans and subjected them to lesser positions (Pierre, 
2013). The native category was a designated position for Africans in order to stratify the 
relationship between Europeans and Africans and separate themselves from Africans. Colonizers 
emphasized the differences between the various ethnic groups for different purposes, including 
pitting them against one another to more easily subdue any one group. Both nativization and 
ethnicization are forms of localization that pushed Africans into the local sphere making it 
possible for colonizers to overpower them. Empire-making requires that there be legitimate 
citizens and illegitimate citizens.  
Localization of Africans can be traced back to the conceptualization of international 
relations whose theories about the West’s relationship to Africa has infiltrated international 
development and policy. Blatt (2004) argues that international relations as a field is rooted in the 
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idea of improving the lesser races and reveals that The Journal of International Relations was, 
during its first ten years, The Journal of Race Development, which sought “to bring out the best 
that is in their blood” (p. 691). Ideas like these were built upon the theory that Africa could not 
improve or be made to function like other continents (Grovogui, 2001). Wilson (2012) states that 
Africans were understood to reside in stagnant societies in need of an outside force to push them 
into motion. This would explain their permanent position as recipients of aid. Simultaneously, 
while being recipients of debilitating assistance, their resources are shipped into the global 
market, rendering them local. 
Localization caused by economic forces can be hard to notice because parties in power 
hide the practices that weaken present populations under guises of performing “good works” or 
promulgation of rhetoric about having good intentions for them. For instance, the strength of the 
idea of neoliberal globalization lies in our acceptance of the belief that it will bring people out of 
poverty by bringing jobs to less fortunate populations. Companies argue that they can promote 
economic growth through expansion into new markets. After limiting a government’s ability to 
serve its people, the more powerful party will lend aid to the needy of that particular country, 
assuming the role of the hero. Non-governmental organizations will draw up plans to provide 
help when, in actuality, they seek entry into a particular market to begin the process of 
weakening and controlling populations (Amadiume, 2000). Furthermore, these practices create a 
cycle of more dependence on the aid-giving party since immediate players have been subdued. 
Use of the term localization allows us to see the issues that African women face as a deliberate 
act to weaken them.  
Women’s development practices operate in a constant effort to raise up African women 
through rhetoric, while their actions reveal the belief that African women cannot and should not 
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ever participate in the global sphere. Unsurprisingly, development schemes are often funded and 
executed by the very corporations that exploit the poor. As evidence, funding sources for NGOs 
and development projects limit the extent to which non-Western women can bring their goals to 
fruition and often reproduce existing inequalities among women (Naples & Desai, 2002; Basu 
2000). The microloans doled out to poor women in the Global South exemplify these types of 
practices. The very “micro” nature of the loans reveals the development agencies’ intent to 
localize non-Western women. The loan would and could never be big enough to enable women 
to compete at the global level. In these ways, development efforts perpetuate the relegation of 
African women to the local. 
Localization and globalization are distinct ideas. Many have critiqued globalization 
policies on the poor. Steady (2005) writes that “For Africa, this type of economic globalization 
has often meant marginalization” (p. 19). These words signal that globalization to some is 
actually marginalization to communities who are being exploited. Localization recognizes that 
different terms must be used if we are to describe the experiences of those on the receiving end 
of globalizing practices. Globalization yields the marginalization of less powerful communities. 
In her introduction to the Women Gender and Development Reader, Visvanathan (2011) 
summarizes Jayati Ghosh’s essay as one that “discusses the ramifications of a financial crises 
brought about by a dominant neoliberal growth model and emphasizes the gendered nature of the 
detrimental impacts, particularly for women” (p. 6). Once more, the term “globalization” seems 
to only apply to those who are benefiting from the policies, which excludes women of color. 
Thus, localization is another form of racism and sexism among other forms of discrimination. 
Davis (2012) draws our attention to the need to recognize these various forms of racism: “We 
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seem to have forgotten how to assume stances of opposition and resistance, how to recognize 
racism even when the conventional markers are no longer there” (p. 22). 
 Employing CRGT as a larger framework allows for a perspective that centers Ogoni 
women’s experiences to work against the systematic silencing of their stories. This study 
inquires of Ogoni women what they determine to be key issues for organizing and their methods 
to advocate for their rights in order to build a truly grounded theory. Decolonial feminism and 
localization theory serve as starting points from which we can begin to understand the 
experiences of Ogoni women.  
 Furthermore, this study aims to understand the extent to which the issues for which 
Ogoni women have fought in Nigeria evolves post migration and how their participation in 
MOSOP/FOWA is affected by migration. This dissertation seeks to consider whether there are 
women-specific issues within the Ogoni movement, as well as the ways in which Ogoni women 
fight against societal injustices. I offer that social movements involving women present a 
promising opportunity for delving into women’s issues from their own perspectives, since 
activism is self-initiated and not driven by government or other outside agencies’ interests. I 
examine women’s movements in Africa and illustrate that the use of nonviolent strategies may 
help to reveal women’s desires in their own lives and the lives of members of their communities 
among other aims. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY 
Since the development of the term over 50 years ago by Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
Grounded Theory as described in The Discovery of Grounded Theory has nearly become 
synonymous with qualitative research (Rakow & Ha, 2018). A Grounded Theory approach 
develops theory from collecting and interpreting data, as opposed to testing a particular theory 
derived from a priori assumptions. However, because of its popularity, scholars like Martin 
(2018) urge practitioners of GT to specify the type of GT one utilizes. The use of CRGT in this 
study responds to this critique. Furthermore, researchers (Malagon et al., 2009; Brennan, 2018) 
have critiqued the theory for ignoring the knowledge that researchers bring in conducting 
research from data collection, formulation of research problems to interpretation and analyzation 
of data. GT, as stated by Brennan (2018), “remains devoid of reflexivity, or methodological self-
consciousness, a concept that helps researchers understand how their theoretical assumptions, 
power relations, class positions, and personal experiences influence their work” (p. 17). In 
employing CRGT, I assert that we must acknowledge the role of researchers who have often 
been marginalized in the academy as we. 
This research aims to understand Ogoni women’s issues of interest. CRGT stresses the 
need to begin from the experience of people of color. In showcasing the voices of Ogoni women, 
we can begin to shift dominant discourses that have historically distorted or erased their stories. 
Qualitative research, especially ethnography, is ideal for this research as it allows for the 
gathering of rich data, which is necessary for a deeper understanding of Ogoni women’s issues, 
values, and concerns in Ogoniland and in the United States. The following section describes the 
site and details my plan to collect data through interviews, participant observations, and archival 
research. 
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Kuhn (1962) challenged the idea that modern science could be objective and stated that 
science is performed by people who are using a specific cultural paradigm, which, in turn, 
influences what they discover scientifically. Feminist methodologies (Collins, 1991; Harding, 
1998) have pointed out ways in which results in the social sciences are influenced by the identity 
of the individuals conducting the research. However, dominant knowledge production channels 
continue to disregard and undervalue the understandings that people of marginalized 
communities, such as people of color and women, bring to research. In this study, I attempt to 
build theory from the ground up by speaking to Ogoni women and deriving my conclusions from 
their responses and my observations of their experiences rather than test a particular theory.  
Study Site 
This study specifically enlists Ogoni women in Ogoni and in the Arizona area. These 
project sites were selected based on personal knowledge of transnational ties between the two 
locations. Many people from Ogoni immigrated to Arizona following the outbreak of violence in 
Ogoni in the mid-1990s.  
Ogoni 
With an approximate population of 800,000 persons, Ogoni people make up six percent 
of the Nigerian population (National Population Commission, 2006). Ogoni comprises four local 
government areas (LGAs), including Tai, Eleme, Khana, and Gokana, and is located in Rivers 
State. Rivers is the sixth most populated state in the country with about 5.1 million people 
(National Population Commission, 2006). Nigeria, the most populated nation in Africa and the 
seventh most populated nation in the world has approximately 186 million people (cia.gov). 
The Niger Delta where Rivers State lies is one of the most densely populated areas in Nigeria 
and Africa with 498 persons per square kilometer, while the average population density in 
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Nigeria is 150 persons per square kilometer (National Population Commission, 2006). Gokana, 
one of the particular areas of study, is even denser with a population of 1,844.6 persons per 
square kilometer. The result is an area in which land is very scarce and the threat of loss of land 
frightens community members. Still, the Niger Delta region has for centuries accommodated 
many communities due to the richness of the land. In recent decades, however, pollution from oil 
enterprises has caused heavy land degradation so that the farming-dependent community requires 
more space to produce yields comparable to those of previous years. 
Figure 1: Map of Great Ogoni Nation. 
 
This is a photograph of a map of Ogoni which I found hanging on the walls of several 
participants' homes in Nigeria. It highlights the boundaries of Ogoni, the various kingdoms, 
the location of major oil pipelines and refineries and pays homage to Ken Saro-Wiwa and the 
MOSOP movement. 
 
Though Nigeria has Africa’s largest economy, 46% of Nigerians live in poverty. 
Nigeria’s economy is aided by its position as the sixth largest oil exporter in the world. Much of 
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that oil comes from Rivers State, which has the second highest internally generated revenue at 
89.1 billion naira, second only to Lagos State. Still, the average life expectancy in Nigeria is 52 
years, which is slightly lower than the average for Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank, 2015). 
Almost half of the population is under 15 years old. It is from this context of impoverishment in 
a rich land that Ogoni people demanded their right to benefit from the wealth in their state. 
Arizona 
The second site of this study is Arizona in which many Ogoni people relocated following 
refugee resettlement. Arizona has the largest concentration of Ogoni people in the Western 
United States. Many Ogoni people in Arizona arrived as refugees in the late 1990s to early 
2000s. Since then, family reunification or relocation from other cities have added to the growth 
of the state’s Ogoni population.  
Between 2008 and 2012, Nigerians constituted 14 percent of the foreign-born population 
in the United States, and Nigerians make up the largest percentage of the African-born 
population in the United States (Gambino & Trevelyan, 2014). They are generally more educated 
than the larger pool of immigrants. Between 2008-2012, 61 percent of U.S. Nigerians had a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, second only to Egyptians of whom 64% had similar educational 
attainment (Gambino & Trevelyan, 2014). The larger population of educated persons might be 
because a higher percentage of African-born populations, 24 percent, come on a diversity visa, 
which requires at least two years of post-secondary education (Gambino & Trevelyan, 2014). In 
comparison, the Ogoni immigrants who participated in this study mainly arrived as refugees. 
Nearly all the men respondents had bachelor’s degrees while most of the women respondents did 
not.  
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Overall, Arizona’s percentage of foreign-born persons is 13.4, which is 0.4 percent higher 
than the national average (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). When compared to other states, Arizona’s 
foreign-born population puts it in the top 30 percent of states with the highest percentages of 
foreign-born persons. Its percentage of Blacks stands at 5.0, much lower than the national 
average of 13.3 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). In terms of economic welfare, 18.2 percent of 
Arizona’s population lives in poverty while the national average is 14.8 percent. Owner occupied 
housing rate is 63.1 percent, which is about equal to the national average (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2018)  
From making home visits, I found that many Ogoni people in Arizona live in Maricopa or 
Pima County, the most populated counties in the state. Phoenix, located in Maricopa County, is 
the sixth most populated city in the United States. Maricopa County had 4.1 million persons in 
2015 (US Bureau of the Census, 2010). The county has the highest concentration of Blacks in 
Arizona at five percent. Whites make up 73 percent of the population (US Bureau of the Census, 
2010). Within Maricopa County, the following cities have the highest populations of Blacks: 
Avondale, Buckeye, El Mirage, Glendale, Goodyear, Phoenix City, Tempe, Tolleson, and 
Chandler. My home visits and meeting attendance also revealed that many Ogoni people reside 
in the western parts of the county, including El Mirage and Avondale. Between 2000 and 2010 
the Black population in Avondale grew from 5.2 to 9.3 percent—a growth rate of 79 percent. El 
Mirage, which had a total population of 31,797 in 2010, doubled its population of Blacks 
between 2000 and 2010 from 3.3 percent in 2000 to 7.1 percent in 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2010). Buckeye and Tolleson City were the only other cities in which Black populations grew at 
such a high rate between 2000 and 2010. The growth of Black population in these areas has 
come with a subsequent lessening of the percentage of Whites. These cities also have a higher 
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population of foreign-born persons. The percentage of foreign-born persons in El Mirage and 
Avondale were both 16 percent in 2010—three percent higher than the national average. In 2000, 
only about .5 percent of these foreign-born persons in the states were Sub-Saharan African, while 
96 percent of foreign-born persons were Latino (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) 
Pima County, in which Tucson the state’s second most populated city is located, is 
another area in which the Ogoni people are concentrated. The county has the second highest 
percentage of Blacks in Arizona at 3.5 percent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Tucson City has a 
percentage of Blacks of five percent. Pima County’s foreign-born population is about 13 
percent—equal to the national average. 
Arizona is a unique setting in which to study Ogoni immigrants. On one hand, it seems 
peculiar that Ogoni people would choose to reside in Arizona where there is such a small 
percentage of Blacks compared to the national average. On the other hand, their presence in 
Arizona, a state with a high population of immigrants, makes Arizona a predictable setting. 
Arizona is a critical site for studying the immigrant experience because it is home to the sixth 
most populated city in the United States. The Ogoni people’s presence there exemplifies the 
second wave of migration that Arthur (2010) mentions and reflects the new movement of 
Africans from the Eastern board of the United States to the Western parts of the nation. Over half 
of the participants in the study had resided elsewhere nearer to the East Coast before moving to 
Arizona. Most of them had relocated for better jobs and or they knew another Ogoni family who 
invited them. Now, they live spread out among the various suburban cities around Phoenix and 
Tucson.  
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Figure 2: Map of Ogoni People’s Residential Locations in Maricopa County 
 
The points marked on the following map (El Mirage, Peoria, Glendale, Avondale, and Tempe) 
shows the different cities where people who participated in the study reside. The large distance 
between the families is a stark difference from Ogoni where many towns are located within 
walking distance of each other. 
 
Arizona was also the location of the national MOSOP-USA conference, which happens 
every year on the weekend closest to November 10 to commemorate the anniversary of the 
hanging of Ken Saro-Wiwa and the Ogoni Nine. MOSOP chapters from all over the country join 
together to recommit themselves to the MOSOP struggle and to socialize with one another. The 
2016 conference was held in Phoenix, and I was able to gather data about the Ogoni immigrant 
organizing, methods, and issues and relate them to those observed in Nigeria. 
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Research Questions 
This study seeks to understand Ogoni women’s participation in terms of methods and issues that 
prompt organizing. The following were the guiding research questions of this study: 
1. In what ways did women participate in and contribute to the Ogoni Struggle?  
2. What issues and methods continue to sustain women’s involvement in the Ogoni Struggle 
after migration to the United States? 
Information Gathering 
Because women hardly ever appear in the narrative of the Ogoni Struggle, this research 
sought to understand the women’s concerns as major players in the movement. In doing so, it 
recognized that these issues may not be obvious. Collins (1991) calls attention to the need to 
consider various avenues of getting at Black women’s feminist stance:  
The suppression of Black women’s efforts for self-definition in traditional sites of 
knowledge production has led African-American women to use alternative sites such as 
music, literature, daily conversations, and everyday behavior as important locations for 
articulating the core themes of a Black feminist consciousness. (p. 202) 
She brings to light the systematic silencing of women in traditional spaces and literatures, which 
means researchers must find “alternative sites” in order to understand Black women’s concerns. 
This research considered these various avenues, including everyday conversations and activities, 
interviews, and organizing songs, to better understand Ogoni women’s issues, values, and 
interests. 
Recruitment and Consent Process 
The participants were recruited in person at general community meetings. I attended the 
meetings and gave a brief explanation of my study on a one-on-one basis to potential 
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participants. Then I asked them to leave their contact information if they were interested in 
hearing more about the study. At that point, I collected their phone numbers and called them 
later. Over the phone, I explained the study in depth and asked if they wished to participate in the 
study. Participants had two days or more to decide if they wanted to participate. I obtained oral 
consent from interested participants. To recruit more participants, I requested referrals from 
members who had already agreed to participate. These referrals were made over the phone in a 
private conversation to maintain confidentiality for participants and potential participants. 
Song Lyrics, Poetry, and Music 
As songs can be an important part of movements and organizing, I examined song lyrics, 
poems, and music to better understand women’s issues. I video recorded over twenty-three 
organizing songs during FOWA meetings in Gokana and special recording sessions by FOWA 
Biara. MOSOP and FOWA often led demonstrations and marches during which songs were 
prevalent, so I looked for information about the key purposes of the organization, their demands, 
and values through music. An analysis of popular songs composed by women during the 
movement was important, as music is an avenue in which everyone can participate and easily 
understand regardless of level of education, gender, age, or class identity.  
Interviews 
Interviews constituted my primary mode of information gathering. As I chose women 
from MOSOP or FOWA meeting attendees and then through referrals, most participants tended 
to be heavy supporters and participants in FOWA both in the United States and in Nigeria. All 
were Ogoni women, though they varied in their leadership levels and participation in FOWA. 
This allowed me to get both the official and unofficial platform of the organization. 
Inadvertently, many of the interviewees in Nigeria offered me a brief tour of their neighborhoods 
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or compounds as they walked me back to my mode of transport following the end of the formal 
interview. These moments gave me a chance to better understand the places where the women 
resided. In the US, some of my research participants hosted me in their homes. 
For the U.S. interviews, participants had varying migration histories. Some came to the 
United States as refugees, while others came under the Family Reunification Act. Men in my 
study were more likely than women to have come as refugees through the camps. Women were 
more likely to come to join their male partners years after their husbands had resettled. In 
Nigeria, interviews were with women only, as it was easy for me to find large numbers of 
women who were heavily involved in FOWA. In Arizona, I employed similar pattern of 
soliciting participants for the study. I would attend a MOSOP meeting where there might be 
three to five women present and approach them after the meeting to seek participation in the 
study. Using this method, it was more difficult to find enough women who had the time to sit 
down for an interview, so interviews were with both men and women. It was not until the later 
stages of my data collection, that I began to realize that many women in Arizona may not feel 
comfortable attending the MOSOP meetings where men tend to dominate and so avoid them 
altogether. Still the majority of my data has come from the women I was able to interview. 
For interviews, I adapted Seidman’s (2013) interview format to fit the availability of my 
participants. The interviews were semi-formal and lasted between one to two hours during each 
session. In the first part of the interview, I sought to understand respondents’ personal histories 
in terms of education, family, community involvement, and migration histories. For the second 
part of the interview, I went more in depth about topics that came up in the previous part, as it 
related to MOSOP and FOWA participation. I sought information on why they participated in 
MOSOP or FOWA, their own roles within those organization, and how their participation has 
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changed over time. The final part of the interviews consisted of cross-checking the information I 
gathered from previous interviews and seeking the participants’ opinions about the accuracy of 
my interpretation of their responses. Interviews took place in participants’ homes at which they 
could speak freely and were conducted primarily in English and Gokana. All but four of the 
interviews conducted in Nigeria were done in the Gokana language. For those who did not speak 
English at all, I went with a translator who helped me communicate more complex Gokana 
phrases to my participants when necessary. Often, the young women were from the particular 
town in which the interview was being conducted and helped me find other ways to ask 
questions that would use more familiar phrasings that respondents could better understand. These 
assistants also doubled as guides to helping me locate my participants’ houses through the 
complex labyrinth of homes that only someone familiar with the town would know. For the other 
interviews in Nigeria of participants who spoke other languages like Khana, we communicated in 
English because while I understand some of the language, I do not speak it well. In the US, only 
one of the interviews were conducted in Gokana because she was the only one with whom I 
shared the same language while the others were conducted in English. Use of recording was 
optional for participants, though no one had a problem with my recording our conversations. To 
protect the identity of certain participants, I use pseudonyms in some cases. 
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Table 1: Overview of Focus Groups 
Location Number of 
Participants 
Affiliation Date 
Arizona 
Gokana 
4 
5 
FOWA 
FOWA 
Dec. 2016 
February 2017 
 
 
 
Table 2: Overview of Interviews in Nigeria 
Participants Age Kingdom Sex Years in 
FOWA/MOSOP 
Karalole 
Deebari 
M. Deekor 
Leesi 
Nwinde 
Mary B. 
H. Nkpaapkaa 
Nwido 
G. Ngozi 
M. Awa 
70s 
40s 
60s 
60s 
50s 
60s 
50s 
50s 
50s 
40s 
Gokana 
Gokana 
Gokana 
Gokana 
Gokana 
Gokana 
Tai 
Ken-Khana 
Ken-Khana 
Eleme 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
25 
25 
25 
17 
25 
25 
25 
25 
25 
18 
 
 
 
Table 3: Overview of Interviews in United States 
Participants Age Kingdom Sex Years in US 
Charity 
Joanna 
Yvette 
Catherine 
Ndorbu 
B. Jones 
M. Tor-ue 
Jonathan 
30s 
30s 
30s 
30s 
50s 
40s 
40s 
40s 
Gokana 
Ken-Khana 
Tai 
Ken-Khana 
Ken-Khana 
Ken-Khana 
Ken-Khana 
Ken-Khana 
F 
F 
F 
F 
M 
M 
M 
M 
15 
15 
5 
15 
18 
18 
18 
18 
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Archival Documents  
While I did not initially plan to use archives, archival data became critical to helping me 
dispel the myth that African women seldom participated in social and political activism. Because 
scholarship about Black women’s organizing after Nigeria’s independence focused primarily on 
upper-class women, I relied on archival data for a sense of the nature and purposes of the 
organizing by and for the majority of Nigerian women population.  I sought data from state and 
national archives, which I visited in Nigeria and the United States. In Nigeria I visited the 
following archives: The National Archives of Nigeria, Calabar; the National Archives of Nigeria, 
Enugu; and the National Archives of Nigeria, Ibadan. At the archives, I searched for information 
about women’s organizing in Nigeria and historical writings about Ogoni in general. I also 
visited national museums in Calabar and Badagry in which artifacts and documents helped me to 
situate Ogoni and Ogoni women’s experiences within Nigeria’s colonial and post-independence 
history. Badagry and Calabar were the largest slave-trading ports in Nigeria, so I was able to 
follow the footsteps of enslaved ancestors and learn more about women’s and men’s experiences 
during the era of slavery and thereafter. The National Archives in Calabar was important because 
Calabar was the government headquarters of the Calabar Province, the region to which Ogoni 
belonged for the greater part of the colonial era; thus, I was able to review old documents about 
the Ogoni and other groups like them from nearby areas.  
I also visited archives in Arizona mainly the public archives at Arizona State University 
in Tempe, the University of Arizona in Tucson, and the Arizona Historical Society in Tucson, all 
located in Maricopa and Pima counties, the primary locations where the Ogoni immigrant 
participants reside. At these particular archives, I searched for information about immigrants and 
refugees, and paid special attention to information about Black immigrants and Africans. 
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Archival research offered a critical set of data against which I could corroborate the data 
collected from interviews and participant observations.  
Participant Observations 
I also conducted participant observations as they performed their daily routines and 
participated in community spaces, including MOSOP and FOWA meetings and other community 
gatherings. During these meetings, I recorded the main participant’s words and actions. I also 
recorded the general structure of the meetings, its activities, general descriptions about meeting 
attendees, such as the number of people in the room, the median age, and the general concerns 
that were raised during discussions. In order to gain a sense of how the participants spent their 
time, I shadowed them at least one day as they performed daily activities. I saw some of the 
women repeatedly when they housed me on weekends over the course of my research. This 
provided a deeper understanding of the circumstances women faced in their personal and work-
related daily lives. I recorded my interactions with my main participants in the form of memos.  
Potential Risks and Benefits 
The risks involved in this study were minimal. I prefaced sensitive questions with a 
statement informing them that the upcoming topic may trigger them emotionally and that they 
reserve the right to answer on the questions they chose. For example, if women were asked to 
think about issues of gender discrimination in their particular context, I might have put them in a 
position in which their loyalty to their male counterparts might be potentially questioned should 
they voiced controversial ideas and those ideas reached people who disagree with them. 
Therefore, I debriefed the study with participants following data collection and allowed the 
women a chance to control how much was recorded about them. The participants’ responses 
were also confidential and personally identifying information was provided only to the extent 
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that participants wished. While these risks are not to be ignored, the benefits of this study include 
the potential to uncover lesser known history and actions of Ogoni women as well as biases and 
inequities they face.  
Positionality 
My positionality both supported and impeded my ability to successfully conduct this 
study. I recognize that I have learned how to be a woman in the United States, which has a host 
of implications for how I think about women in Nigeria and the United States. Because I have 
been in the United States for most of my youth and adult years, I may be removed from many 
life experiences of women who spent more time living in Nigeria. Still, I do not discount the 
personal knowledge I bring to the study as an Ogoni woman about issues they face and methods 
of dealing with those issues. CRGT argues for the importance of cultural intuition in research. 
Cultural intuition is knowledge gained from one’s particular experience from having grown up in 
a particular place or around a particular population. Malagon et al. (2009) argue that knowledge 
from researchers of color is often devalued on the basis that their ideas are not founded in 
previous dominant theories or methodologies. Growing up in an Ogoni household, spending 
much of my first decade of life in Nigeria and visiting for extended periods of time during my 
adult years has helped me begin to understand the range of what it means to be an Ogoni woman. 
I bring this personal knowledge to my study.  
     Age difference was an important consideration for this study. While conducting my pilot 
study, I observed that I was significantly younger than most of the women in both the Federation 
of Ogoni Women Association (FOWA), especially the group in Nigeria. The age difference is 
unavoidable for the purposes of my research, since women who will be most knowledgeable 
about FOWA would have been members since its inception in the early 1990s and would, 
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therefore, have already been adults at that time. The age difference might also create a divide in 
my understanding of their experiences and motivations for certain behaviors. In order to ensure 
that I would not misinterpret them, I maintained a research journal of areas or topics I found 
puzzling over the course of my interaction with the women. Keeping track of these moments of 
discordance directed my attention to these instances and served as the first step to solving them. I 
used these entries as starting points for my member-checks during which participants had the 
opportunity to help me comprehend their words and experiences. 
My position as an affiliate of a university gave me status that might have been a dividing 
factor as well. It might have caused drifts of distrust because institutions have been known to 
take advantage of vulnerable communities including the Ogoni people. Additionally, though I 
assume the identity of a university student and researcher in the field, I was nonetheless regarded 
as an “Ogoni daughter” who was expected to know and operate within certain mores, including 
exhibiting optimal levels of respect for elders. This might have inhibited my ability to pursue 
certain lines of inquiry. Also, being Ogoni means that there are lesser degrees of separation 
between me and my participants, and the respondents sometimes desired to maintain a certain 
level of distance for fear that their responses might escape our conversation. To help ease these 
concerns, I emphasized the confidentiality that I planned to practice at the beginning of the 
interviews and allowed participants the freedom to answer only the questions they wished. 
    Finally, because I recognize that the work that MOSOP and FOWA did and continue to 
do is what has enabled me to be where I am today, I cannot be an unbiased observer. I am 
sympathetic to the cause and have grown up believing and thinking a specific narrative about 
Ogoni people. I do wish to further the work that FOWA does and to improve upon the work that 
MOSOP members have done. 
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Data Analysis 
Critical Race Grounded Theory allows for building theory from the ground up. In that 
fashion, this work aims to draw from the experiences of the participants and the context to 
achieve a working understanding of Ogoni women’s issues. Ethnography was especially 
appropriate for this work because it allowed for dense descriptions of people and settings 
enabling me to gain nuanced understanding of the topic of study. While qualitative data analysis 
can be messy and is often characterized by a back and forth and in and out of clarity and 
understandability, there are some tools that helped me deduce data to gain a clearer knowledge of 
Ogoni women’s experiences.  
Collected data consisted of transcribed interviews, extended field notes from observations 
and museum visits, along with archival documents. I transcribed interviews and meeting 
minutes. Interviews conducted in English were transcribed in vivo to capture the voice and 
intentions of the participants as much as possible (Saldaña, 2013). As a result, the transcripts 
contain pauses, descriptions of facial expressions, and other notations that made it easier to 
capture the meaning behind their words. Because writing in Gokana is harder for me than 
speaking, the interviews I conducted in the Gokana language were transcribed directly into 
English with the goal of honoring the original Gokana meaning. 
I also conducted a series of iterations of coding. During the first round of coding, I tried 
to identify keywords that speak to the aspects of my research questions. To understand the spaces 
in which women organize, I noted the characteristics of spaces in which women congregated and 
met. Then I searched for keywords that helped me discover the types of issues that are important 
to the women. I examined the people with whom they connected and what those groups have in 
common. Overall, I aimed to identify the participants’ issues and methods of organizing. 
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Following this initial meaning-making, I looked for common themes across their responses. I 
conducted narrative analysis, which I then transformed into individual vignettes from each 
participant’s interview. According to Bazeley (2013), exploring storylines can reveal the ways in 
which participants comprehend their worlds. This kind of analysis entails determining the main 
narrative of each woman’s interview. I asked: What themes hold everything together? What is 
the structure, plot, and genre of the narrative? What are the climatic moments? What is the 
interviewee’s purpose in sharing each narrative? This form of analysis was especially appropriate 
as the interviews were semi-structured and allowed participants to tell their stories in whatever 
way they saw fit.  
Following my initial coding of the interviews, I reviewed my interpretation of 
participants’ stories with the participants through a member-checking process that occurred in 
person. These lasted between 30 minutes to an hour to ensure the accurate interpretation of the 
participants’ responses. 
Overall, the various steps in my analysis process were designed to tease out the messiness 
of qualitative data and help me formulate some conclusions that may represent and illuminate the 
nuances of Ogoni women’s empowerment. Through these steps, I developed a greater degree of 
intimacy with the methods women used to organize and their issues of interest. 
The poet Audre Lorde writes, “As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny and to 
flourish within it, as we learn to use the products of that scrutiny for power within our living, 
these fears which rule our lives and form our silences begin to lose their control over us” (1978, 
p. 371). This study about Ogoni women is an attempt to practice this intimate scrutiny of which 
Lorde speaks. It is this scrutiny that eventually yields strength for the oppressed as we are able to 
amplify those quieter voices. The Ogoni people and Ogoni women have endured terrorization. In 
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giving voice to women’s stories, I hope to provide new understandings and readings of pain, 
which can lead to the conquering of forces that have bound us for so long.  
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CHAPTER 5: WOMEN’S NONVIOLENT RESISTANCE 
Introduction 
Mary Bekee is a woman in her late sixties who prides herself on being one of the longest 
standing members of the Federation of Ogoni Women’s Association (FOWA). Her business 
savvy—exhibited by an ability to please even as she demands more—has certainly come in 
handy in her position as leader of the Gokana branch of FOWA, which comprises members from 
18 villages. She joined FOWA in its initial days when she used to compete with the best at Creek 
Road, Port Harcourt’s busiest fish market.  
She now resides in Mogho, Gokana where I take a motorcycle to meet her from my 
family home in Nweol. Although Mogho is two towns over, I could have easily walked for 
twenty minutes to her place.  The best word to describe Gokana is compact. I travel by the main 
paved road that runs through all the towns which amount to a two-lane road that’s often busy 
with pedestrians, bicycles, motorcycles, and cars. Along the road are huge church buildings, 
businesses, residences and residences serving as businesses. Even whizzing by so quickly I catch 
the eyes of porch sitters studying me as I pass while conversing with a neighbor.  There are hair 
salons with women braiding hair and tailors displaying brightly colored patterns. The buildings 
are so close together that the only greens are the small plants and fruit trees interspersed between 
homes. The only large areas of lush forests are often at the separation of kingdoms, like the one 
along the road from Gokana to Bori.  
The motorcycle drops me off by the large field on the premise of the primary school 
where sounds of chattering children fill the air. I walk to her home just behind. There’s a short 
fence surrounding the compound with a small farm area taking up about a third of the property as 
is common for those who have enough space. This saves them from always having to make the 
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long trek from the residential areas to the farmlands that can take over an hour by foot. When I 
call from the gate as I let myself in, Bekee comes out to see who it is. She squints as she tries to 
remember my face. After giving her several clues, she smiles in recognition and invites me in 
while apologizing that her vision is not what it used to be.  
In her small living room, we discuss her involvement with the Ogoni movement, and she 
describes how she was called to join MOSOP and remain faithful to its tenets for all these years: 
“It’s something God placed on my heart. Like he called Moses, that’s how he sent me. That’s 
why I couldn’t let it go. I then agreed to go.” Moreover, the spirit of Ken Saro-Wiwa goads her 
onward. Mary recalls a prophetic encounter with Ken Saro-Wiwa at the first organizing meeting 
she attended:  
When we arrived at the meeting, as Kenule [Ken Saro-Wiwa] was speaking, among all 
those people there, Kenule picked me and said he would give me a job. I was taken 
aback. He didn’t tell me what work he wanted me to do. That’s the work that I’ve been 
doing till today. (M. Bekee, personal communication, August 15, 2015) 
She shares that, since agreeing to join the movement, the struggle has brought many trials 
to her life. When the government conscripted people of the Okrika community to strike out at the 
Ogoni people residing in Port Harcourt (the closest metropolitan center to Ogoni), Mary watched 
her home burn to ashes. “The house in Port Harcourt, they destroyed and burned down. People of 
Okrika destroyed and burned it. I then ran to the village,” she recounts. However, the attacks 
soon moved from the city to rural Gokana where Mary had hoped to find safety:  
When I ran from Port Harcourt and got here, one of the lands that I borrowed along this 
road and built a house...for business because I used to run a restaurant business when I 
got home [the village], what happened is that the owner of the land had given me the land 
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already. I had already built the house and was about to build the rest of the place when 
they destroyed it on the basis that I was a member of MOSOP.... They destroyed it and 
chased me out. (M. Bekee, personal communication, August 15, 2015) 
Still, Mary remained loyal to MOSOP and continued to organize even under the most 
dangerous circumstances. Of one organizing meeting, she says:  
In the beginning we used to pray from village to village. When they didn’t want to see us, 
and would use army people to arrest us, we used to go to the farm and to the forests. The 
women would. We endured hardship and prayed and continue to pray. In fact, one forest 
in Khana there, we went one day to pray…. The army was chasing us. They caught a lot 
of women during that time. They raped them. Tore them up and raped them…. The ones 
they wanted to kill, they killed. (M. Bekee, personal communication, August 15, 2015) 
Even as they faced the dangers of rape and death, the women continued their meetings to 
organize prayer groups and practice other forms of nonviolent resistance.  
Women and Nonviolent Resistance  
This study covers how Ogoni women confronted the Nigerian government and 
multinational oil companies through nonviolent action. Understanding Ogoni women’s 
nonviolent methods allows for the examination of the power of nonviolent struggle and helps to 
expand our understanding of practices for opposing injustice. 
Nonviolent resistance is distinguished from traditional means of gaining political 
concessions (i.e. lobbying or working with representatives or agencies). It is often used 
interchangeably with ‘civil resistance,’ which is defined as:  
an extra-institutional conflict-waging strategy in which organized grassroots movements 
use various, strategically sequenced and planned out nonviolent tactics such as strikes, 
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boycotts, marches, demonstrations, noncooperation, self-organizing and constructive 
resistance to fight perceived injustice without the threat or use of violence. (Dudouet, 
2017, p. 5)  
Nonviolent resistance comes in the form of refusal to perform a certain act or the performance of 
an act in defiance. Boycotts, marches, protests, and strikes are only some of the wide variety of 
methods of nonviolent resistance. Sharp (2005) notes 198 methods of nonviolent action, proving 
the endless possibilities of nonviolent efforts. Nonviolent struggles often create a broad base of 
support from activists and onlookers who are more likely to sympathize with the cause than if the 
activism were violent (Stephan & Chenoweth, 2008). 
  In recent decades, more people seeking change have employed nonviolent resistance 
over violent ones (Chenoweth & Stephan, 2016). There is evidence to suggest that campaigns 
that use nonviolent action can make change with more certainty than violent ones. Stephan and 
Chenoweth (2008) found that campaigns that employed nonviolent resistance were effective 53 
percent of the time, whereas violent resistance was effective only 26 percent of the time. One 
reason for this improved success is that “commitment to nonviolent methods enhances its 
domestic and international legitimacy and encourages more broad-based participation in the 
resistance, which translates into increased pressure being brought to bear on the target” 
(Chenoweth & Stephan, 2016). While social justice goals may be helped by principled 
nonviolent action, principled reasons are not a requirement for its success. Most people who 
employ nonviolent action do so for pragmatic reasons (Sharp, 2005). 
 The ability to attract a wider range of support has led to the greater participation of 
women in nonviolent movements over violent ones (Codur & King, 2015). Due to routine 
exclusion from military service, women have often chosen to become involved in efforts that use 
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nonviolent resistance to protect the interest of their families and communities. Codur and King 
(2015) assert that “women have always been participants, organizers, and activists, giving 
sanctuary and providing food, at the forefront of silent disobedience and resistance” (p. 405). 
They discuss various methods of nonviolent resistance that might not have been deemed so 
without the recognition of women’s contribution to activism, and, thus, shed light on the ways in 
which other methods, such as sex strikes and prayer vigils, can be highly effective because they 
can prolong the strength of the fighters, as well as draw people to sympathize with the cause. 
Though the use of nonviolent resistance is more inclusive of women, this text begins from the 
notion that women are not inherently prone to be nonviolent in any way. Instead it was their 
exclusion from military warfare and established channels of leadership for so long that has meant 
that women have found other means of challenging the misuse of power and making change in 
their communities. 
Background 
MOSOP caught the attention of the Nigerian government in early 1993 when, led by 
founder Ken Saro-Wiwa, Ogoni boycotted the national elections. In November that same year, 
the transitional government was ousted by a military coup, led by Nigerian General Sani Abacha. 
Despite promises to bring democratic rule to Nigeria, Abacha’s government responded to pro-
democracy movements by tightening its grip on power. Less than one year after the coup, 
Abacha issued a decree that positioned his government above court jurisdiction and enacted his 
absolute power by silencing media groups and severely punishing his challengers. Abacha’s 
many human rights violations captured global attention, and his retaliation against MOSOP 
ultimately led to the executions of the Ogoni Nine. On November 10, 1995, despite negative 
 90 
coverage in world news (including The New York Times article, “Rights Leader in Lagos Gets 
Death Penalty”), Abacha hanged Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight of his fellow MOSOP activists. 
The Beginnings of MOSOP and FOWA 
MOSOP leaders had been planning for at least two years before officially bringing the 
movement to the Ogoni masses. Many Ogoni people had witnessed the awareness campaigns 
across Ogoniland, during which MOSOP asked that people register for membership. Nwinde, an 
early leader of FOWA, now in her mid-fifties, shares her recollections of that time: 
Ken himself had an enlightenment campaign to sensitize people at a public place, and 
during that time he asked us to register with ten kobo, even...every child in the family. 
Every member in the family should register with ten ten kobo. Even the child that is in 
the womb that is not yet born. Register that child with ten kobo. So, after this campaign 
and this registration, he now announced a day that we are going to have a demonstration 
to the whole world. (N.---, personal communication, February 27, 2017) 
That special day was Ogoni Day, held on January 4, 1993. It was on this day that many Ogoni 
people received their first introduction to MOSOP. The day included a rally at Mogho, a main 
village in Gokana, and a demonstration at K-Dere, another Gokana village, during which the 
Ogoni people demanded that the Shell workers cease work at the stations. Mercy, a founding 
leader of FOWA Biara recalls her participation in the march to the K-Dere oil site: 
The first day…we left the house before six o’clock. We sang on the road to K-Dere the 
station. […] Yes, that was the first day that the entire Ogoni rose up. They came from 
Do Noo, Tai, Eleme…we all went to K-Dere to chase Shell away…the white man that 
was on the tower, he got scared that we would kill him, but since we didn’t carry guns or 
knives or anything that would kill someone, we just simply asked him to get off. And 
 91 
since then they have not returned. The truth is they have not returned to that 
tower…since [January 4, 1993]. (M. Deekor, personal communication, January 31, 
2017) 
From Gokana, the march moved to Bori, on the campus of the Birabil Memorial 
Grammar School (BMGS), named for Ogoni hero Paul Birabil who, like Ken Saro-Wiwa, fought 
to bring Ogoni justice during and shortly after colonialism. “We move round all Gokana here, 
then from all Gokana here, we all went to Bori...trekking!” Nwinde narrates, emphasizing that 
everyone walked during the march that covered several miles. At the BMGS rally, MOSOP 
leaders spoke, Ogoni traditional entertainers performed to honor Ogoni cultures, and many 
people pledged their loyalty to the movement. 
Hellen, a woman in her mid-fifties, recounts her experience during the beginnings of 
FOWA: “I was told that they are going to do something Ogoni Day, that Ken is going to explain 
what Shell are cheating us from. So, on January 4, they assembled all Ogoni people at BMGS. 
There was nothing called FOWA as of then” (H. Nkpaakpaa, personal communication, February 
28, 2017).  
Following the festivities at BMGS, women marched around Bori to the home of Ken 
Saro-Wiwa’s parents. It was there that Ken Saro-Wiwa himself spoke to the women and 
encouraged them to assemble: 
So why we formed FOWA? We sang, the women, all the hospital nurses, the ward maids, 
everybody. Teachers, business women, people, group of us we sang, sang round Bori 
because no shop was opened that day, no market, no shop. Everybody was in BMGS. So, 
after the whole occasion we sang round Bori. We were singing. We sang to [Ken Saro-
Wiwa’s] father’s house. The father was alive, the mother was alive...they gave us some 
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drinks, they gave us some money, and we were so excited at Hospital Road where their 
house is. And then when he came, Ken stopped near us and said very soon he will call us. 
Women should group together and be in oneness. So, he entered [the] motor and left. (H. 
Nkpaakpaa, personal communication, February 28, 2017) 
Following the 1993 Ogoni Day festivities at BMGS when women first assembled for the specific 
cause of MOSOP, women began making a mark on MOSOP and FOWA was formed. Ngozi 
describes two large gatherings of women in Bori, which occurred shortly thereafter in the form 
of prayer meetings: 
A month later the women of Ogoni gathered to pray. So, when we got to Methodist 
Church where they assembled all the women, we were there praying for the Ogoni 
people. After that they called a meeting at School II Bori...by then, the whole…Nigerian 
Army that they sent were there to kill the Ogoni people. (Ngozi, personal communication, 
February 3, 2017) 
These early meetings formed the basis for FOWA. Churches and schools played an important 
role in providing meeting places that could help to deter the growing violent government 
resistance brewing against the movement.  
At the formal creation of FOWA a few months after Ogoni Day in 1993, women 
organized for the first time to participate in Ogoni political happenings. During our interview, 
Mercy explains that “[before FOWA] we didn’t have anything since we were not with anything. 
We were not with anything. We were not gathering anywhere. We just were” (M. Deekor, 
personal communication, January 31, 2017). The formation of FOWA reoriented the political 
perspective of Ogoni women. Leesi, one of the Biara FOWA leaders, describes the ordinary 
person’s lack of political standing, particularly that of women, under Ogoni leadership: “After 
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[women] discuss, if there is no town leader that takes it, forward that thing could not move. 
There was nothing you as a woman can say you will go and do.” Using nonviolent strategies, 
however, women no longer needed to wait for anyone to state their desires; they could take 
matters into their own hands. 
The Kogbara Shooting 
 Many women were called to the cause after specific actions, such as the shooting of 
Karalole Kogbara. On April 29, 1993, Kogbara arrived at her farm to find her crops destroyed by 
Shell-related oil exploitation activities. (K. ---, personal communication, February 3, 2017). 
Kogbara’s shooting has become a critical event in the narrative about the Ogoni Struggle because 
of the mass protests it spurred. However, little has been said about how it emboldened women to 
speak up against injustices committed by the government and oil companies. The next day, 
crowds of Ogoni people—women among them—gathered to protest Shell’s destruction of Ogoni 
lands. During the following three days of protests, federal soldiers opened fire on the unarmed 
crowd, killing several and injuring over a hundred people (Civil Liberties Organisation, 1996). 
For many women, it was the event that motivated them to action within MOSOP. “We then 
refused. We all then left home to go support her,” says Deebari, the secretary of FOWA Biara, as 
she explains how protests began after they learned that Kogbara had been shot. For Karalole, the 
president of FOWA Biara, the protests following the incident prompted her first chance to 
contribute to the struggle: 
We then brought gu sa (palm fronds) …when the Shell people shoot, we scatter…until 
the sun was burning hot and people were getting restless. I then took my container of 
water that I had brought, found water in the farm area and fetched it for [the 
demonstrators] that they should drink until all of Gokana came. The Khana people 
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heard. The Tai people heard and they all rushed to come. There was one son of this town 
who...was among the enemy. He chastised me and asked who told me to go to fetch 
water for people? I felt sympathy for people. That’s something a woman can do. I then 
continued to fetch water until they finished and we all moved to Mogho...yes, it was that 
day that I joined MOSOP. (K. --, personal communication, February 3, 2017) 
Karalole explains that at her lead, other women joined her to bring water to the crowds. She 
knew the Biara area well enough to know where to find water. In what she calls “a woman’s 
way,” she fueled people for an important day of demonstrations.  
Ogoni women identified with Kogbara’s fight. Most of them lived by farming and knew 
that a woman’s farm was her family’s livelihood. They would have understood Kogbara’s rage 
upon finding her crops bulldozed after months of backbreaking labor. They would have known 
the value of land in a place with 1,844.6 persons per square kilometer (National Population 
Commission, 2006).  
FOWA Network 
Following their formation in early 1993, FOWA assembled a grassroots network of 
women all over Ogoni. To accomplish this, leaders were assigned to each of the Ogoni kingdoms 
and special units (Nyo-Khana, Ken-Khana, Eleme, Tai, Gokana, Ba Goi, and Bori) and charged 
with recruiting women to join. Mercy Deekor, now in her late sixties, was given the position of 
Secretary of FOWA Gokana and was also sent to establish FOWA in Biara. Recalling the 
gathering of Gokana women during which posts were assigned, she says: 
They then wrote names of each town. They also gave me a post. When they gave me a 
post, they then began...what they gave us was Secretary. They then told us to begin 
FOWA. They then took that FOWA and assigned it to each person to initiate it in their 
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own towns. So, they gave me that I should start it in our own town. I then went and 
began it in our town. I then called a meeting…we used to hide and attend. (M. Deekor, 
personal communication, January 31, 2017). 
FOWA also formed rallies to support new chapter growth by requesting the support of town 
leaders. Mercy says: “We used to attend meeting in each town. We’d leave this town to go to 
another town—whatever is necessary. We’d also tell the town leaders that if there’s a way they 
can help us, they should help us” (M. Deekor, personal communication, January 31, 2017). 
Hellen was the one assigned to initiate FOWA in Tai. She recounts that the FOWA 
representatives’ job was  
to go to each of the kingdoms and organize women. And that is how the Federation of 
Ogoni women started. And then I was sent to…form FOWA in Tai…. In each of the 
kingdoms and Special Units, that is how they appointed people to go and that is how we 
started. Since the initiation of FOWA there have been five presidents at the national 
level: Dr. Mrs. Kooyan; Barrister Georgina Tenalo from Bomo, Gokana (also known as 
Queen of Ogoniland); Rose Wiigani; Rose Zoranen; then Gloria Wanam. (H. Npkaakpaa, 
personal communication, February 11, 2017)  
Government Repression 
Following the early days of MOSOP organizing, the government’s response to the Ogoni 
people was to quell their protests at all costs. The federal government and international 
corporations were earning millions of dollars each day from oil fields, and MOSOP’s presence 
was a threat. Ogoniland became a militarized zone with repeated raids on the people. This 
suffering was primarily engineered by Major Paul Okuntimo, the head of the Rivers State 
Internal Security Task Force. The experience of Ogoni people during these years is encapsulated 
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in Okuntimo’s own unabashed description of his destructive plans to a group of Nigerian leaders. 
Okuntimo would ask his troops to raid a village around two or three o’clock in the morning. The 
soldiers were to shoot and beat men, rape women and loot and destroy the houses. He had 
blocked the main roads to prevent escape and push the villagers into the forest areas. Okonta and 
Douglas (2001) further explain Okuntimo’s goal that for Okuntimo, the ultimate goal was to 
wage a psychological war on the Ogoni people. Okuntimo wrote in a memo to the River’s State 
Military administrator on May 12, 1994: 
“Shell operations still impossible unless ruthless military operations are undertaken for 
smooth economic activity to commence…(therefore) wasting operations coupled with 
psychological tactics of displacement/wasting.” (as quoted in Okonta and Douglas, 2001, 
p. 132) 
These psychological tactics of displacement resulted in over 100,000 internal refugees—more 
than one-fifth of the Ogoni population (Barikor-Wiwa, 1997). Moreover, the military’s carefully 
guarded escape routes into and out of Ogoniland meant only a few humanitarian groups could 
reach the suffering people. It was especially clear that the government was directly targeting 
Ogoni people when one night in Port Harcourt, the capital city of Rivers State, Ogoni homes 
were burned and dynamited. While Port Harcourt has come to represent the various mixtures of 
Nigerian ethnic groups, only Ogoni homes in one part of town were hand-picked and destroyed. 
Thirty Ogoni villages were destroyed by August of 1994 (Barikor-Wiwa, 1997). 
In addition to inciting physical violence, the government was determined to win on the 
media front and employed propaganda techniques to accomplish their goals. Journalists were 
often invited to the government’s announcements about the Ogoni issue while, at the same time, 
non-governmental media outlets were being shut down. Road blockades were installed along 
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main roads specifically to prevent Europeans from entering Ogoniland and notifying the world of 
the Ogoni genocide (Saro-Wiwa et al., 2008). 
The major tipping point of the Ogoni Struggle was the Ogoni Nine executions. This was a 
clear sign to Ogoni people—and the rest of the world—that the Nigerian government would stop 
at nothing until they silenced Ogoni people. Following the executions, the mass killing of Ogoni 
people intensified. The Civil Liberties Organization reported that  
more than 3,000 policemen and over 1,000 security operatives were deployed to boost the 
men of the Internal Security Force of Rivers State. More than ever before, fundamental 
human rights of Ogoni people are violated as security forces continue to raid villages and 
detain, torture, rape, and kill with reckless abandon. (Civil Liberties Organisation, 1996, 
p. 21) 
On January 4th, 1996, determined to continue the struggle, the Ogoni people gathered 
once again to appeal to the international community to save Ogoni’s environment and people. 
The following day, seeking revenge for the success of the Ogoni Day meeting, the security task 
force went to the place at which the celebrations had taken place and destroyed property, looted, 
and detained many. That same month, with the help of human rights organizations, the Ogoni 
people fled to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) office in the 
neighboring country The Republic of Benin and were later relocated to a refugee camp in Togo 
where many remained for years, awaiting improved conditions in Ogoniland or resettlement 
abroad. Most of the refugees went to the United States while some went to Canada. Ledum 
Mitee, who had been the vice president of MOSOP at the time of Ken Saro-Wiwa’s death, went 
into exile along with other prominent MOSOP leaders. 
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Sani Abacha’s death in 1998 brought an end to the dictatorial climate in Nigeria. The 
beginning of democratic rule rejuvenated FOWA and MOSOP. Mercy Awa and Leesi of Biara, 
who joined FOWA during that time, have both maintained leadership roles in the organization 
and speak reverently of the women who started the struggle during its most dangerous days. 
Today, FOWA can boast a broad network of women who gather from various towns and 
kingdoms to maintain the struggle against the injustice they continue to face. 
Ogoni Women’s Methods  
Gu sa 
 One of the most important components of nonviolent resistance for MOSOP is the gu sa, 
which served as a metonym for nonviolent resistance. Throughout the interviews, conducted in 
both English and Ogoni languages, the word nonviolent never emerged from respondents. 
Indeed, there may not be a word that directly translates as nonviolent resistance in Ogoni 
languages. Most people instead described MOSOP’s nonviolent strategy through the use of the 
word “gu sa,” meaning “palm frond.” 
 The gu sa is used during demonstrations, marches, and in the annual November 10 
remembrances of Ken Saro-Wiwa and other executed and fallen movement activists. The gu sa is 
a symbol of nonviolent resistance and has been described to take the place of a fist or a gun. For 
some women, the gu sa represents peace; for others it means knowledge or wisdom. Nwinde, a 
founding member of FOWA Kegbara Dere, explains how the gu sa is a symbol of power and that 
power is wisdom:  
It’s only the gu sa that takes the place of a gun and everything they use to fight. You will 
then use knowledge to carry out the mission. That’s why [Ken Saro-Wiwa] put his hand 
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like this (she points to her head) that this fight is a fight of knowledge. That’s how it 
happened. 
The use of gu sa was established on the first Ogoni Day. Nwinde goes on to explain how the gu 
sa became a visible symbol of joining the struggle:  
[We were] trekking. Nobody entered vehicle. We were singing.... Women, men, 
children; there was no separation in a mighty crowd like that with their palm fronds. If 
you don’t have, you will take it from someone by your side. When you get somewhere 
there is bush, you pluck your own. Everybody has to carry palm frond. That is how it 
started. 
As marchers made their way through the Ogoni towns on that first Ogoni Day, individuals 
holding a palm frond were identified as an Ogoni in agreement with the MOSOP cause. Several 
women mentioned that, during demonstrations, it was mostly women who were carrying the gu 
sa, and, therefore, the gu sa became central to Ogoni women’s participation in MOSOP. 
The gu sa can be a symbol of nonviolent strategy, representing the whole host of 
nonviolent tactics that the Ogoni people used to execute their actions and make their pleas. More 
specifically, the gu sa can be a symbol of direct action. Karalole describes MOSOP’s nonviolent 
direct action training: “They won’t ever teach you to push someone ever or hit someone. That is 
only that gu sa is where all our power lies.” As Mercy, a founding member of Biara FOWA 
chapter recounts the different tactics MOSOP discussed before they settled upon executing the 
nonviolent direct action strategy of a road blockade in 2015, she uses the term gu sa to describe 
MOSOP’s chosen strategy for accomplishing its goals: 
Some people said we should send a messenger to the president. We didn’t take that 
[idea]. It was only that we should block the road that we all agreed on.... It’s that that will 
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help us fight. That is our fight. To take gu sa. We don’t take knives or guns. We’re not 
hitting people either. That’s our gun.  
In other words, because the group opted for mass action rather than designating a representative 
to address the federal government, Mercy equates the gu sa with nonviolent direct action 
strategy. For her, the gu sa becomes a metaphoric gun that symbolizes the force she believes it 
holds. 
At the same time, others like Nwinde believe that the “palm frond is an indication of 
peace.” Indeed, the palm frond was a critical component of the Ogoni Struggle and an element 
that differentiated this from previous battles for secession, such as in the Biafra War: “If we 
didn’t carry that palm frond, we could have gotten sudden attack from the Nigerian government 
that we are going to do as Biafra people did. So, when you come to attack us, you don’t see 
machete, you don’t see gun, only palm frond.” Thus, the gu sa visibly signaled that the Ogoni 
came in peace and reduced the risk of violent retaliation from their opponents. The enemy, 
prepared for physical combat, would pause in surprise upon arriving to find the Ogoni to be 
unarmed. 
The gu sa also acts as a megaphone, amplifying MOSOP’s message so that it is delivered 
to audiences everywhere. Karalole describes the use of the gu sa during the road blockade action 
of 2015: 
We recently did a demonstration on the road to Eleme. We all went from this town in 
crowds. We stayed there and sang, carried the gu sa, sang went back and forth, and the 
army sat and watched us. That is, we are telling the world that when we say to give us our 
things and they refused, we will then tell the world. Even in Port Harcourt...That’s the 
only method we use to speak. (personal communication, February 20, 2017) 
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The gu sa is a silent spokes-object that can deliver a message or a firm warning. It declares to the 
addressee, “give us our rights.” In Karalole’s words: “The gu sa is what speaks to them.” The 
women also describe instances during which the gu sa was placed somewhere to make an 
important statement. One such moment occurred during a demonstration at an Ogoni flow station 
in 2005. Women carried placards and gu sa to the station, placed them on site, and left. In this 
case, the gu sa replaced their voices and spoke on their behalf. On another occasion, Mercy 
found herself surrounded by people looking to harm her for her involvement in MOSOP. “She 
then fell among the enemy,” Karalole says. “It’s like she said something about MOSOP and took 
that gu sa and put it on the road.” Here again, the actor did not vocalize, rather she allowed the 
gu sa to do the talking. Placed upon the road, it becomes a powerful symbol meant to deter or 
warn the enemy. 
All the women agreed that the gu sa is so powerful that it can take the place of a gun. 
“That is, our mission was not to fight but only to sing. Sing, carry fronds and wave it. That’s why 
I say there is strength in this gu sa. People are afraid of it. They became afraid that the people 
they were targeting have no guns.” Thus, for Ogoni women, the gu sa is the epitome of 
nonviolent resistance. For them, nonviolence is not only the absence of violence but also the 
presence of power represented by the gu sa or palm frond. 
Meetings 
Meetings are perhaps the most important of FOWA’s activities. For the women, meetings 
are not only about strategy, but also encompass a variety of activities like teach-ins, prayers and 
fasting sessions, and vigils. Often, all of these occur at once. Charity describes the typical 
FOWA townhall meeting as such: 
 102 
We’ll pray. We’ll pray. We’ll tell them to let us pray for the Ogoni people and let us pray 
for the movement because without prayer, without prayer, without talking to God, there is 
nothing we hope on. It is only God that will direct us on what to do. After that, we go. 
After coming from outside we now sing and after giving them after the seminar and 
everything, [instructing them on] what to do how to behave, we sing and dance. We give 
glory to God and then we end it. 
Prayer helps to build positive power in a systematic way, which further helps in the resistance of 
government repression. “We go to pray. Because in praying God made it so that everything was 
easy for us” (Karalole, personal communication, February 20, 2017). 
Bia Zion, an interfaith group that supports the MOSOP movement with prayer, led many 
of FOWA’s prayer sessions. Formed when persecution of MOSOP members began, Bia Zion 
then consisted of a core group of about seven women who prayed for peace and unity over the 
course of the struggle, even including lysistratic non-action methods to their prayer and spending 
long periods of time fasting and praying in the chapel. Though women would come from all over 
to join the team on certain days, women noted that there were periods of time when Bia Zion 
members were the only people praying. To the present day, Bia Zion issues an open call for all 
Ogoni women to join them once a week. 
The group’s work is so well-regarded in the community that they were granted a separate 
building on the church grounds for their activities. This meant they could pray any time and any 
day without interruption and call the community to join them at any point. Their goal is to 
provide consistent, steadfast prayer for Ogoni people in honor of the people who have suffered 
for the cause. Ngozi compares them to the wailing women in the Bible: “Bia Zion...were the 
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women, call it the wailing women, the women that prayed and cried for the Ogoni land” (G. 
Ngozi, personal communication, February 2017). 
FOWA meetings also incorporate seminars for women. They receive instruction on how 
to live and learn ways to empower themselves economically and through education. Charity 
says: 
We also teach them that women should not sit at a place folding their arms to beg for 
money, but what you’ll do is enlighten them that even if you sell groundnut by the 
roadside, you will gain money...if you are a good farmer, farm well. When it is time, if 
you plant fruited pumpkin, after planting, with time, you carry it to the market. They will 
buy.... If you buy banana, sell them. You will gain so that men will not cheat on 
them...but you do something so that it can sustain yourself. (C.---, personal 
communication, February 2017) 
FOWA encourages women to find ways to become self-sustaining and sponsors a skills 
acquisition center at which the women can learn computer skills and cottage trades like sewing 
and baking. 
Most importantly, meetings serve the purpose of keeping the movement alive. Women 
would move from town to town, parading through the neighborhoods to raise morale and 
stimulate participation: 
When we see that people are getting tired, we call each other. We do a meeting that now, 
we’ll renew ourselves. We then put it in a town. That is if we set it in a town, like if we 
set it for Nweol, that’s when we are calling Nweol’s mind that FOWA still exists. When 
it is each month, we say that we’ll go to this town. That town should come that FOWA 
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meeting is there. That’s how we do it. (K. --, personal communication, February 20, 
2017) 
The meetings sustained the movement throughout its most difficult times. It was during meetings 
that women learned the basics of the MOSOP cause and the ways in which they could get 
involved. Attendees of FOWA functions would receive updates on the state of Ogoni in respect 
to the struggle, which is information they could rarely get anywhere else. 
Under Abacha’s regime, congregating for MOSOP was as an act of treason. Indeed, 
treason was Abacha’s justification for the execution of Ken Saro-Wiwa. Anti-MOSOP groups 
would infiltrate Ogoni gatherings and arrest or violently scatter the people. During periods of 
heavy military presence in Ogoni, women would hold meetings in the forest areas and various 
remote locations, announcing them at short notice to prevent discovery. Attendees went in secret. 
For Ogoni women, attending meetings during the period of repression was just as risky as any 
demonstration. “When they call you just concern yourself with going and coming back,” Leesi 
says, explaining how dangerous it was. Just being able to make it back safely was an 
accomplishment. 
Meetings were the actions at a time when participation in MOSOP activity could very 
much mean death. “The women used to have their own meeting…we then used to have meeting 
how we will carry on the struggle how we’ll make it go forward and it won’t quench” (Nwinde, 
personal communication, February 22, 2017). After Ken Saro-Wiwa was arrested, and Ledum 
Miitee, the next most prominent leader ran for safety along with all other leaders, it was mostly 
women who remained. These women risked their lives to spread the word about meetings and 
ensure that the movement remained alive. According to Nwinde, people from near and far would 
congregate within just hours of the announcement of a meeting. Additionally, she stresses the 
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criticality of women’s roles in guaranteeing that the meeting would actually take place as 
announced. In fact, it was often a woman who would direct congregants to the correct location: 
So you will just see a woman standing by the roadside at the junction at Bue. When you 
come, you’ll just use eye movement, eye observation. By your eyes’ observation the 
woman will also know you. You know the woman. You have never seen the woman 
before. So when that signal is noticed in your eyes, you’ll draw to each other. It is then 
that she will greet you in our own language. Wuga, o lu?  O lu lo lo nu? (Sister, you’ve 
come? You came for the thing?) You will just understand. She will then take you to the 
place. That is, women were doing a lot of activities to support the existing or the success 
of the struggle. If they are writing the success of the struggle without mentioning women 
it is not completed. The person knows nothing about the struggle. 
Meetings, which were themselves acts of defiance and disobedience, served as the crux of 
MOSOP’s strength during periods of fierce government attack. 
Dancing 
The preservation of Ogoni cultural forms is one of the commitments stated in the Ogoni 
Bill of Rights, which is written by MOSOP. Dance, as one particular Ogoni cultural form, is 
employed as a twofold strategy. First, it is used interpretively during events as a means of 
nonviolent resistance and, second, as a method of gathering community support. Appropriately, 
Ken Saro-Wiwa performed the following poem about dance on January 4, 1996, the first Ogoni 
Day (African Perspectives Blog, 2011): 
Dance your anger and your joys 
Dance the military guns to silence 
Dance their dumb laws to the dump 
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Dance oppression and injustice to death 
Dance my people for we have seen tomorrow 
And there is an Ogoni Star in the sky  
Used as a form of entertainment and a way of asserting Ogoni identity, dance serves as a mode 
of recruitment for MOSOP. It was the singing and dancing that rallied the community on the first 
Ogoni Day and drew them into the large march that was amassing throughout the towns. 
Dance continues to be used during actions. Like the gu sa, dance is a critical component 
of nonviolent practice—another means of communicating peaceful resistance. Indeed, dance was 
a major part of the Apkajo road blockade of 2015 during which Ogoni women demonstrated for 
the government to implement of the findings of the UNEP report and thus the Ogoni Clean-Up 
project. Women danced in front of oil company entrance gates, physically taking up space to 
block the entry and exit, so as to communicate their demands. Karalole explains that they would 
run back and forth on the road, starkly contrasting the armed, intimidating stillness of military 
and police formations. Passersby paused, compelled to watch the entertainment, which created a 
captivated audience for MOSOP’s message of justice and diffused tension among the people 
who were at least entertained while being prevented from going to work. 
Ahead of MOSOP events and FOWA townhall meetings, women danced around the 
community to gain the attention of the people who, invariably, gathered around to watch. Charity 
explains that dance is a key component of what FOWA does before meetings: “As we are going, 
we are saying, come to FOWA, come to MOSOP. That it is the only way that will lead you out. 
We dance around the community. Sometimes we stay on the field and dance and sing for people 
to know that MOSOP, FOWA exists” (C.--, personal communication, February 2017). 
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Women’s dance around the community goes back to traditional custom for which women 
would form exclusive dance clubs. The performances were rehearsed for months in closed 
quarters. On the official performance day, audiences from all over would attend. The topics of 
these dances varied from important statements for the community to pure entertainment. 
Although many parents discouraged their girls from joining the clubs after the introduction of 
Christianity into the culture, the practice has since been merged into Christian women’s activities 
and has found its way into FOWA. Women confirmed that much of the practice of women 
dancing around was simply appropriated for church purposes as they became obsolete elsewhere. 
Many songs were refurbished to reflect Christian beliefs but continue to maintain much of its 
roots in the dancing women’s club. 
Singing 
In Ogoni culture, songs honored heroes and publicly shamed criminals or community 
outcasts (Gibbons, 1932). In the same tradition, the women of FOWA compose and sing songs 
that denounce the antihumanitarian practices of the Nigerian government and oil companies. 
Many songs were aimed at shaming and insulting Sani Abacha. One song, Sani Abacha Why Did 
You Kill Wiwa (performed by Biara FOWA, personal communication, February 2017) in 
particular is overt in its suggestion that the only explanation for Abacha’s decision to execute the 
Ogoni Nine is that he must be unintelligent and gullible: 
Sani Abacha why did you kill Wiwa? 
Who told you to kill Wiwa? 
If you were smart you would not have killed Wiwa 
Who tricked you that you should kill Wiwa? 
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This song is translated from Gokana, and the word “trick” is translated from the word kere, 
which is reserved for cases in which someone has been gullible. Karalole compares FOWA 
women’s singing to the songs sung by the women in the Bible who supported David in his fight 
against Goliath and Saul: “We then became people that...even in the Bible when Saul won, it was 
the women who sang...sang when David shot Goliath. It was women who sang that David killed 
lots of people and Saul could not kill a lot of people. So the song stayed on us, so that MOSOP is 
empowered and we can fight Shell.” Singing was a way for Ogoni women to fight. 
Songs used in the movement were primarily composed by women. Indeed, at one FOWA 
meeting I attended, a male MOSOP leader attempted to lead the women through one of the 
movement songs, and the women had to help him finish it. Mercy felt validated watching the 
chairman stumble through the song. “We sing,” she said. “It’s our songs that MOSOP uses and 
moves MOSOP forward.” Through song composition, women gradually made MOSOP their 
own. Mercy makes a key observation about the shift in this aspect of women’s participation since 
Ken Saro-Wiwa and other male leaders established Ogoni Day in 1993 to introduce MOSOP to 
the masses. “Yes, everyone was singing [on the first Ogoni Day] …they would beat drums and 
we would dance—until we then composed our own songs. We then started singing.” When 
women began composing their own songs, they became co-creators in the movement goals, 
thoroughly integrating their beliefs and desires into MOSOP’s foundations. 
Through song, the women fight their marginalization, both ethnic-based and gender-
based. Their collective voice proclaims their existence and propagates the sentiment that they 
will sing until Nigeria hears and acknowledges them. Their song, “Here we are” (performed by 
Biara FOWA, personal communication, February 2017), speaks specifically to their intent to 
establish themselves as present, significant, and immovable. 
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Here we are women of FOWA. They want to pursue us into the forest 
Here we are, Ogoni people. They want to pursue us into the forest 
We say we want to go to school. They refuse. Here we are 
We say we want to go to farm. They refuse. Here we are… 
At the same time, “Here we are” laments the way that the government and oil companies have 
left them downtrodden and implores the world to bear witness to the discrimination they face. 
More broadly, the women’s songs are a source of strength for MOSOP. They pay tribute 
to those whose lives were lost (or, more accurately, taken) over the course of the struggle, 
underscore the injustices experienced by the Ogoni people, and work to ensure that people 
remember their fight. Often, to ensure that the exact basis for the movement is understood by 
every Ogoni person, especially older audiences steeped in Ogoni traditions, the women often use 
traditional Ogoni narratives. The song, “Mii de col,” (performed by Gokana FOWA, personal 
communication, February 2017) for example, explains the injustices perpetrated in Ogoniland by 
oil drilling companies. Mii de col translates as a landowner’s rightful share from a tenant after 
tapping palm wine. It was customary to gift the owner a set percentage of the wine to 
acknowledge his allowing the tenant to tap from the owner’s tree: 
Oh! Mii de col 
Shell Company has cheated us. Oh! Mii de col 
Nigeria has cheated us. Oh! Mii de col 
Even schools they did not give us. Oh! Mii de col 
Even hospitals they did not give us. Oh! Mii de col 
When we open our mouths, they kill us. Oh! Mii de col 
Nigeria, give us our mii de col 
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Give us our mii de col 
Thus, the FOWA songwriters repackage the MOSOP message in a way that is accessible to 
Ogoni audience members, especially the layperson who is unversed in Nigerian politics and/or 
the dealings of multinational oil companies. 
Women’s songs set the purpose for the movement. “We sing…we sing a lot...especially 
people from Biara. Everyone knows our songs. We used to sing and people take record—record 
us on video…we used to go to Bori to sing.” The songs were meant for people to hear and share, 
spread the message of MOSOP, and draw support for the organization.  
Conclusion 
By focusing on male leaders, the narrative about MOSOP has overlooked the significant 
contributions made by women throughout the movement. In the documentary, The New 
Americans (James, Quinn, Saedi Kiely, Blumenthal, & Doremus, 2008), Israel Nwidor says that 
primarily only students could understand the oil companies’ exploitation of Ogoni resources in 
detail. But students—predominantly male—represented only a small fraction of Ogoni people. 
Much of the female population had been denied the opportunity for formal education, and, thus, 
the typical Ogoni woman did not have the same level of understanding as a petrochemical 
engineering student. Nonetheless, the movement truly took off once the women brought their 
brand of knowledge to the table.  
Codur and King (2015) note that it is nonviolent struggle that brings women into 
movements because they have been traditionally pushed out of roles that involve military 
combat. And indeed, the women staunchly supported nonviolence, which, according to 
Ackerman and Duvall (2005), constitutes one of the three preconditions to waging a successful 
civil resistance struggle. In their use of the gu sa, women demonstrate their steadfastness to 
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nonviolent resistance, and this disciplined dedication to abstaining from using violence has been 
fundamental to much of MOSOP’s success so far. Sharp (2005) writes that “Brutalities and other 
severe repression are more difficult to justify against nonviolent resisters and may actually 
weaken the opponent’s position” (p. 389). The Abacha regime certainly had people watching its 
moves. According to the Human Rights Watch, the United States was the leader in speaking up 
against human rights concerns in Nigeria, particularly after the execution of the Ogoni Nine. 
Congress met several times from 1994 through 1996 to discuss how to handle Abacha’s military 
dictatorship. The subcommittee on Africa convened to discuss the situation, and, in response to 
the recalcitrant Nigerian government, President Clinton banned the visa requests of any Nigerian 
who was involved with the Abacha regime. Chenoweth and Stephan (2016) found “that 
nonviolent resistance campaigns don’t succeed by melting the hearts of their opponents. Instead, 
they tend to succeed because nonviolent methods have a greater potential for eliciting mass 
participation” (p. 1). Doubtless, it was MOSOP’s commitment to nonviolent resistance—
demonstrated consistently and often by the women—that validated the complaints of the Ogoni 
on the world stage. 
The women’s strategic use of dance and song served to further mobilize people into mass 
action. It fueled the building of power from the ground up in memorable, accessible songs, which 
educated the Ogoni people about the issues and compelled them to support the movement.  
Sharp also explains that methods, like prayer and fasting, can boost morale in a manner that 
helps resisters continue the struggle. Ogoni women, who often describe themselves as the people 
who kept the struggle afloat when morale was low, recognize the Bia Zion group, whose 
consistent, sustained prayers continually signaled that the Ogoni movement flame still burned 
strong (2005). Women’s vigils supported unity for the movement. Prayer and constant meetings 
 112 
helped the movement maintain cohesion, which Chenoweth and Stephan (2016) note is a 
necessary component for more successful campaigns to effectively resist repression, particularly 
as authoritarian governments are increasingly developing ways to outsmart movements. People 
from various religious denominations would join together to pray. Prayer did much to support 
the unity necessary to get through the most difficult times. 
Struggle for unity has been one of MOSOP’s greatest challenges since the Abacha regime 
did much to sow seeds of discord into the movement. For example, neighboring villages were 
sent to attack Ogoni people. Internally, Ken Saro-Wiwa was pitted against Ledum Mittee, the 
succeeding MOSOP leader who many suspect turned on Saro-Wiwa to secure his own freedom. 
Women’s actions have been instrumental not only in resisting the opponent, but also in 
overcoming the internal divisions that threatened to cripple the movement.  
As Sharp (2005) notes, nonviolent conflict is more difficult to control, and indeed, with 
their combined methods of prayer, dance, and song, women have wrested much control from the 
repressive Nigerian government. The FOWA network of meeting groups gathered women 
together to pray, learn, and work toward empowerment. Dancing gained attention, spread 
awareness, and confronted physical violence with physical nonviolence. Accessible, memorable 
songs caught on and spread virally, fostering the fast dissemination of facts, which undermined 
misinformation and outright lies from the government. 
This study on Ogoni women reveals how women use the tools they had to amplify their 
community’s cries for justice. FOWA women’s actions helped to illuminate the ways in which 
women who have been placed at the periphery of struggles can actually be so deep at the heart of 
the movement that they seem invisible. For Ogoni women, justice came first. They organized a 
large coalition of members to speak loudly in one voice. They would not compromise their 
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message despite the government’s and oil companies’ attempts to silence them. Most of all, they 
helped make the Ogoni movement a mass movement. At one point, FOWA was the largest 
women’s association in Nigeria with over 57,000 members (Longo, 1996). When Nwinde says, 
“It was women who made MOSOP stand,” one must understand the contributions women can 
make to nonviolent struggles to see the truth in her statement. Principe (2017) writes that 
women’s “active and sustained participation may in fact increase tactical innovation and 
resilience in movements, contributing to the movement’s success” (p. 2). Ogoni women’s 
creativity in song composition, dance, and symbolism helped to recruit MOSOP members who 
have kept the movement strong for over two decades. While the face of MOSOP may be male, it 
is women who continually breathe life into the fight. With their gu sa and a prayerful song, they 
have been the true David’s in the fight against Goliath. 
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CHAPTER 6: COLONIALISM AND WOMEN 
Introduction 
Ogoni people have lived in the southern part of modern-day Nigeria since 15 B.C. 
(Kpone-Tonwe, 2001). Known as warriors, farmers, and fishermen, they trace their lineage to the 
ancient Ghana Empire. The archaeological location of the remains of the original canoe believed 
to have been the vehicle that transported the original Ogoni settlers was found in the village of 
Sii and is known as yo e ba fa (translated as “piece of canoe”) (M. Tor-ue, personal 
communication, February 24, 2018). From these early settlers has emerged what is now the 
Ogoni five kingdoms, which are Nyo-Khana, Ken-Khana, Eleme, Tai, and Gokana.   
Narratives about the Ogoni movement which began in the 1990s has left out women so 
much so that one would wonder if this had always been the case. This chapter traces women’s 
role in Ogoni culture before and during colonization and further examines their contributions to 
leadership in their communities during this period. 
Ogoni Women’s Spiritual Traditions 
Oral narratives about Ogoni begin with an account of a feminine deity (Anokari, 1986). 
Gbenebeka, the most powerful of these deities, served as the Ogoni people’s spiritual leader. She 
is the ultimate creator to whom the Ogoni people trace their lineage. A divine judge, and an all-
powerful spiritual leader, Gbenebeka proves that the Ogoni people “believed the Supreme 
Creator is feminine; and that although the world of nature was created, man was not created, but 
born out of God’s womb. God is therefore seen as the great mother” (Kpone-Tonwe, 2001, p. 
391). A shrine dedicated to Gbenebeka was built at Gwara in Khana, a town believed to be one 
of the first Ogoni settlements (Anokari, 1986). Gibbons (1932), a British anthropologist tasked 
with writing an intelligence report on the Ogoni people during the early period of British 
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colonialism in Ogoni, notes that “There can be little doubt that Gbenebeka is one of very great 
significance, and her shrine at Gwara possesses even today a real importance as being the most 
important place of sacrifice around the country” (p. 7). In Gokana, the most powerful deity was 
Saa, the earth goddess from whom all mankind emerged (Anokari, 1986). Accordingly, the term 
Nwin saa, literally meaning “child of the soil,” is used to describe anyone who is indigenous to 
the land.  
Through spiritual traditions, women could hold leadership positions. There were different 
dimensions to leadership in Ogoni, and spiritual leadership was an area in which women played a 
key role. It was said that the earth goddess could take human form by entering younger women at 
will. In Gokana, only women could serve as priests to the Earth Goddess, and this priestess was 
incorporated into the village council in which she held a position among what was usually a 
group of men (Anokari, 1986). Gbenebeka and Saa are a few examples that reveal the ways in 
which women are seen as natural conduits of spiritual and divine matters. Furthermore, women 
underwent leadership training concerned with spirituality and religion. In a discussion about the 
military training known as the Yaa tradition that young Ogoni men underwent, Kpone-Tonwe 
(2001) writes that “There was also a feminine version of the Yaa tradition; which was more 
religious or spiritual rather than military. Every adult woman was expected to perform it, 
especially after the birth of her first child. A woman who did not perform this tradition suffered 
the same social disadvantages as the man who did not perform the Yaa tradition” (p. 392). Thus, 
women were not only seen as divine conduits of spiritual power but were, in fact, trained to hold 
these positions within the Ogoni community.  
Adjoining this narrative of female leadership in spiritual matters are narratives about 
Ogoni’s matrilineal past. The Ogoni narrative begins from a long list of first daughters who ruled 
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the land. Traces of this matrilineal tradition are evidenced in instances of household spiritual 
leadership being passed on to first daughters in the family. Writers also point to the persisting 
practice of a sira culture to support claims of an originally matrilineal Ogoni (Gibbons, 1932; 
Anokari, 1986; Kpone-Tonwe, 2001). In families that practice sira culture, first daughters are not 
married out but remain in their parent’s household as keeper of the compound, especially in 
cases in which the parents did not bear a son (Kpone-Tonwe, 2001; Anokari, 1986). In their 
original families, these first daughters, courted by men from the community, bore children who 
remained in the household to carry on the family name. In these cases, the father played the 
symbolic role of the partner (Ndorbu, personal communication, February 25, 2018).  
Foreign and European influence transformed Ogoni community from being characterized 
by the matrilineal lineage to patrilineal lineage. Kpone-Tonwe (2001) explains that the shift from 
matrilineal to patrilineal society occurred as yam cultivation became more important in Ogoni to 
feed the enslaved persons during the transatlantic slave trade. At that point, many men grew 
wealthy and began to marry outside of the community in order to ensure that their wealth 
remained in their immediate families, as they would transfer their yam wealth to their sons. 
Hence, the new class of wealthy men enabled the shift from matrilineal endogamous to 
patrilineal exogamous, and village leaders emerged from this new class of wealthy men.  
The British also acknowledged the matrilineal ancestry of the Ogoni people. The 
intelligence report by Gibbons (1932) notes that  
Mr. Jeffreys’ conjecture that this was originally a matrilineal people has been abundantly 
confirmed by the writer’s investigations, but it has become evident that the transition 
stage from matrilinear to patrilinear organization is not yet complete. This fact, as will be 
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shown, has been the crystallization of village organization while family organization has 
remained in a fluid state. (p. 9)  
For the British, current variations of feminine leadership in Ogoni community not only offers a 
glimpse of a matrilineal past, but it is an uncivilized past. So, to the British, the shift to a 
patrilineal system seemed like the more natural and correct way for the Ogoni people to move 
toward being civilized. Colonialism worked to strengthen this shift to a patriarchal system. 
Amadiume (2000) argues that the British imported a style of patriarchy to Nigeria that subjected 
women to a lesser social position than had been customary. 
Initially, Ogoni women were leaders in the public sphere. In Ogoni the Ga or the clan 
was an important level of organization, and each clan had a designated place to gather for the 
purpose of honoring their maternal ancestor represented by a totem. Women guarded the totems, 
and a woman would take her son when she made the journey to sacrifice with her Ga (Gibbons, 
1932, p. 21). According to Anokari (1986), “When a child is about a few years old the mother 
initiated him into the totem cult” (p. 87). Women then played a key role in the household to 
ensure children were introduced to the clan totem. During initiation of the Yaa tradition, young 
men would make pilgrimages to many of the homes at which first daughters held the office of 
the priestess: “Owing to the strong belief in the divine endowment of the matrilineal priestesses 
and the spiritual power they were believed to impart, pilgrimages were made to them during the 
performance of the Yaa tradition” (Kpone-Tonwe, 2001, p. 391). Furthermore, women had 
retained power at the family level, as they could own land inherited from the household of her 
parents, as well as receive land given to her from her husband’s family (Gibbons, 1932, p. 21). 
This was the beginning of the Ogoni narrative in which women played a central role. Not only 
did creation begin with a woman but female leadership in Ogoni was perpetuated through 
 118 
matrilineal practices. Women were believed to have divine powers and continue to be spiritual 
leaders within the community.  
Governance and Spirituality 
In Ogoni tradition, governance and spirituality went hand in hand, which allowed for a 
feminine presence in governance. The leader of the village called the Te Ere Bue (Khana) or the 
Mene bon (Gokana) was at once a priest and a ruler who would sacrifice to the Earth Spirit, a 
feminine deity (Anokari, 1986, p. 91). Also, the council of elders who helped the leader govern 
were known as pya kabari, which translates to “people of mother-god” (Anokari, 1986) and 
signifies that their powers for governance were derived from a feminine source. Apart from the 
pya kabari, perhaps the next most important governing body was the Gim society or the 
Amanikpo society, who were trained in ways to connect with the spiritual world and played a 
special role in governance by enforcing the traditional customs (Gibbons, 1932; Kpone-Tonwe, 
2001). Anokari (1986) reports that the Gim society “ensured that those who disobeyed certain 
regulations were tried and fined. It also collected debts and protected private or public property 
as mandated to do so…. In effect, although the cult was independent in its cultural undertakings, 
Amanikpo carried out these functions according to the dictates of the village elders in council” 
(p. 79). As the village elders reported to a feminine deity and was comprised of a priestess, 
women, in this respect, played a role in village governance. The Awugbo society of Gwara in 
Babbe is another similar governing society that believed in the powerful creative and feminine 
being called Waa Bari. Much like the Gim society, they were also used to fine unwanted 
behavior, collect levies, and maintain order in the village (Anokari, 1986).  
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The link between spirituality and governance and, thus, women’s contributions in 
governing was especially evident in Ogoni’s customary judicial system. Gibbons (1932) 
mentions a shrine that lay at the center of judicial life at Korokoro:  
His Shrine apparently became something approaching a judicial center for the clan and 
the elders of the clan met there for consultation. Surrounding villages recall the 
determination of murder and witchcraft cases at the “house of Aba” and one, (but only a 
mile away), volunteered the information that a “dash” was sent to Korokoro by a te ere 
bue who settled such cases in his own village. Further afield, the village is spoken of only 
as the traditional venue for clan assemblies. (p. 28)  
This provides even more evidence that the shrines, the religious centers, were merged with 
political life, which Gibbons ignores. That religious life and political life merged in Ogoni is 
significant, as women were heavily involved in religious life and could play the role of priestess 
for the community—a role especially important when it came to judicial matters. 
It was this spirituality upon which the Ogoni people relied to resist early British attempts 
at invasion. Ogoni spiritual traditions played a role in them earning the reputation of cannibals 
among the British (Gibbons, 1932). During a personal interview, Ndorbu, explains that: “In 1903 
the chief of Kaani led people against the British. If they caught a white man, they would eat 
them. That’s why the British called them cannibals” (Ndorbu, personal communication, February 
25, 2018). He further explains that it was part of the tradition that people would be sacrificed to 
the gods of the land, so when the British arrived, they were used as sacrifices. Imbued with the 
powers of Gbenebeka, the Ogoni people battled British troops on several occasions. Annoyed at 
their resistance, Lord Lugard sent three sets of soldiers to pacify the people. These led to the 
1900 battle in Babbe during which the British retreated after suffering defeat. Better armed, the 
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British returned in 1902 to Sogho in which they successfully destroyed villages and killed the 
chief. A later expedition led by Captain Sinclair in 1912 destroyed many villages, including the 
powerful deity Gbenebeka’s shrine in Gwara (Anokari, 1986, p. 119). The battles between the 
Ogoni and the British exemplify the threat of Ogoni spirituality as the British deliberately 
targeted Ogoni’s sacred places and consequently women’s influence in the community. 
The British then worked to replace the Ogoni spiritual traditions with European religions. 
For instance, the power of the Gim Societies who worshiped a feminine deity and enforced 
traditional customs were weakened upon the advent of British officers, as the latter introduced 
warrant chiefs. Gibbons (1932) reports that, while the introduction of British officials lessened 
the credibility of Ogoni traditions, “At the same time the growth of Christianity has introduced a 
new discordance into the village, and the members of some churches show the enthusiasm of the 
semi-literate for sweeping away all traditional forms” (p. 32). Christianity came to Ogoni around 
1928 through the Primitive Methodist Missionary, which Gibbons describes as having “attacked 
the area” from Opobo, the neighboring district. Christian education was open to males only, and 
few of them at that, which meant women were left behind from these new opportunities. It was 
literate men who were able to work in the British government system. The impact of Christian 
education on the populace caused the Ogonis to denounce their old religion and traditional forms 
upon which they based their system of government, which, in turn, limited women’s involvement 
in public life and government.  
Eliminating the Ogoni spiritual traditions paved the way for European-style patriarchal 
government. In traditional Ogoni society, women were involved in government in subtler ways 
through spiritual leadership mentioned above, as well as through certain women’s societies. 
According to Anokari, women “were not completely left out in government business. This 
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implied that they influenced issues behind the scenes. In most villages women had a separate 
mother’s council known as To-Kaabia which consisted mainly of married women who were 
expected to be responsible housewives” (p. 92). The British, however, made government and 
leadership exclusive to men. They chose Ogoni men to lead in the courts, which began a 
different order of leadership. Anokari (1986) stresses that the British handpicked men whom they 
felt would do their bidding easily and used them to penetrate Ogoniland by granting them titles, 
such as warrant chief. Describing the British’s new government institutions, Gibbons reports that 
“These courts, however, are alien institutions, as the members are not village Heads or their 
representation, but men of influence nominated because of their personality and position” (1932, 
pp. 12-13). Therefore, though precolonial Ogoni women played a central role in Ogoni spiritual 
life and Ogoni leadership, the British introduced a patriarchal system that diminished women’s 
leadership by seeking to erase Ogoni traditional forms of spirituality and government.  
Conclusion 
An examination of historical accounts of the Ogoni people places the most powerful 
women at the beginning of the narrative, while the remainder of the narrative tells of the 
diminishment of feminine power over time due to centuries of European penetration of 
Ogoniland, particularly British colonialism. Still interspersed throughout the accounts about the 
demise of female leadership is evidence of the important roles that women once played in Ogoni.  
That Ogoni women were leaders in the spiritual realm confirms the important leadership 
roles they played in the physical realm. Ebere (2011) writes that the supernatural realm is a 
reflection of our beliefs about reality. For, indeed, patriarchal religious traditions have emerged 
from males superimposing their viewpoints into the supernatural world. Thus, it would follow 
that indigenous groups who have female deities were reflecting women’s leadership roles in the 
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natural world into the supernatural realm. This suggests that Ogoni women played important 
roles in their early society, so the matrilineal tradition is a marker of the religious tradition of 
female priestesses. 
 Secondly, religion or spiritual traditions are heavily contested in periods of conquest as 
they often encourage resistance movements against the oppressor (Parker, 2011; Wamue, 2001). 
For this reason the British were greatly threatened by Gbenebeka and other Ogoni religious 
figureheads and subsequently sought their destruction during their various military expeditions 
(Anokari, 1986). Ogoni people summoned their shrines for power to fight the British and 
believed them to be their source of strength. 
 As women were associated with these goddesses who were called upon to protect the 
Ogoni people from British invasion, Ogoni women were associated with anti-colonial resistance. 
Instead of encouraging women leadership, the British eliminated women from governance and 
opted to govern through Ogoni men. In this way, they superimposed Western-style patriarchy 
onto the Ogoni people (Amadiume, 2000).  
Through MOSOP, Ogoni women seized the opportunity to reclaim female leadership 
roles by tapping into spiritual traditions of prayer and activities associated with feminine power, 
such as song composition and dance. 
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CHAPTER 7: TO BE VISIBLE 
Introduction 
Ogoni began its colonial history by being presented as the forgotten ethnic group, and the 
British government portrayed them as natives who had stayed long without contact with the West 
(Gibbons, 1932). The Gibbons (1932) report, which the colonial government relied heavily upon 
for making decisions about governance in Ogoni, describes Ogoni as a place that has been 
mainly isolated from Western contact and, hence, barbaric and requiring a heavy governing 
hand. He declares that the Ogoni people have little history and calls their history “obscure” and 
that “it is not known from where they came from and that there are no early references to it” (p. 
6). Furthermore, Gibbons presents them as an unknown group and uses the term Ogoni to 
describe the group, a term which he admits is in actuality what the Opobos, a neighboring group, 
called the Ogonis and not how the Ogoni people referred to themselves: “Kana is the indigenous 
name for the Ogoni Tribe. They were called Ogoni by the Opobos and so, in consequences, by 
the British Administration” (p. 5). Thus, Ogoni people were portrayed early on as a forgotten 
group in comparison with their neighbors. The British colonial government’s disposition toward 
the Ogoni people informed the government’s policies in the postcolonial era. 
Ogoni Women’s Identity 
Women explained that, before MOSOP, being Ogoni was a laughable identity. Deebari, a 
woman in her mid-forties who serves the position of FOWA secretary in Biara shares that, prior 
to the movement taking off, Ogoni was deemed as one of the least ethnic groups: “We were 
nothing to people. We were not regarded. You would get to the place where people are and in 
telling them you are from Ogoni, they’ll say, ‘after all, you are nothing.’ They won’t even...that 
you are nothing...that you are not able to” (D.--personal communication, February 2017). During 
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an interview, another member of the Biara FOWA leadership team, Leesi, a woman in her mid-
sixties shares a similar sentiment that Ogoni was not regarded much prior to MOSOP organizing: 
“In those days when you tell people you’re from Ogoni, Ogoni meant nothing” (personal 
communication, February 2017).  
Women found themselves marginalized on the basis of their identity as Ogoni people and 
as women. Mary Bekee, the leader of FOWA Gokana Kingdom in her late sixties speaks to the 
ways in which Ogoni women are still oppressed in Nigeria:  
The thing that we’re struggling with the most is that you see how we are there are people 
who cover us in the forest. They don’t allow us to lift up. That is there are many people 
who have died because there are no good hospitals. It then makes it so that women, 
women, Nigeria does not allow that women should rise. They tie us down. Our minds on 
the many things that we would have gotten or things that if it had happened would have 
been good for us. Because there are some people who died that if there was a hospital and 
they said go and take the medicine to drink and they looked at you and healed you, they 
would have lived. Because of that many of them have died. If there were things like that, 
it would have helped women. (personal communication, August 2015) 
Margaret had the opportunity to travel to various parts of Nigeria with a husband who 
had been posted in several parts of the country through his position with the military. She shares 
that, prior to the MOSOP movement, in her conversations with people outside of Ogoni, very 
few people were even aware that Ogoni existed: “We say we are from Eleme [no response]. We 
then say we are from Port Harcourt and they then embraced us. That is we were really far behind 
and no one knew us. When no one knew us and this man [Ken Saro-Wiwa] then came, that is the 
reason why I decided to staunchly follow MOSOP.”  She later explains that, since the MOSOP 
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movement took root in Ogoni and drew the attention of Nigeria, Ogoni has become visible to the 
wider public: “But since that day, the Ogoni name has gone far even in the West. Everywhere, 
the Ogoni name is known. No one no longer hides us. We are no longer under the grass, so I 
cannot ever leave MOSOP ever” (M. Deekor, personal communication, February 2017). 
 During a focus group conversation, Deebari, who had lived in the nearest major city, Port 
Harcourt, before resettling in Ogoni, shared the name calling she would receive when people 
realized she was Ogoni. As she is speaking, Karalole chimes in to add the most popular term for 
belittling Ogoni people: “pur pur.” 
Deebari: Another gain we got is that among the other people, Ogoni was the least. 
But today, At least Ogoni can be called number one or among the first groups. I 
remember the 1980s when I was in Port Harcourt. If you pass by and someone identifies 
you as an Ogoni girl, they will (on ni) make fun of you to the last letter.  
Karalole: “Pur pur! (she lets out a little laugh) 
Deebari: You are nothing! But today if you get to the road and you say you are 
Ogoni, they will raise you to the sky.  
Nwido also spoke to the ways in which Ogoni was marginalized prior to the MOSOP movement:  
Like before this time nobody knew the Ogoni people. You cannot stand anywhere and 
speak. You cannot stand anywhere and people will not crucify you. You can’t mention 
Ogoni people or Ogoni name. But now, you can stand anywhere and say you are from 
Ogoni and people will respect you because you can see the enlightenment that was 
preached  
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 Thus, all the women concurred that before MOSOP, Ogoni was hardly regarded among 
other ethnic groups in Nigeria. This marginalization translated into the political, economic, 
social, environmental, and cultural spheres. 
Gains from Movement 
Toward the end of each interview, I would ask each respondent to note some, if any, of 
the gains they have received from the movement. Most people answered emphatically that they 
have not gotten anything, but that they remain hopeful that something will soon come of their 
efforts. Overall, Ogoni women were clear that neither the government nor the multinational oil 
companies have yet to meet their demands.  The land remains polluted to the point where 
agricultural efforts fail to produce favorable yields. In K-Dere, one of the Gokana towns I 
visited, oil pumping equipment remained abandoned only a few feet from crops people rely on 
for nourishment. The waters remain polluted. They still have not gotten the Ogoni state they 
have requested. Another town, Bodo, Gokana is the only one that has seen a little monetary 
compensation from the movement due to Shell agreeing to settle a lawsuit brought against them 
by members of the community for a major oil spill that occurred in their community. When I 
traveled there over the course of my study, many people who had received a small portion of the 
payout were working on remodeling family homes that had long deteriorated. The money could 
not do much more than that. 
It is only when I prod my participants further about gains they have had from the 
inception of MOSOP that they answer that there may be one benefit they have received and that 
is exposure to the world. Margaret, a founding leader of FOWA Biara in her late sixties, 
responds:  
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Because of MOSOP when MOSOP emerged and our father cried for teachers, cried to 
 people who are working in the West and they weren’t getting anything, all of those 
 people now emerged to have some money now. And they are eating well at home. That’s 
 the only gain…. Because Ogoni fell very far behind. There was nothing. They were not 
 looking back at us. And now even the small bits that they drop, they little by little are 
 bringing it to us. (personal communication, February 2017)  
Mercy speaks of the small gains in terms of Ogoni no longer being so far behind and, in this 
way, declares that the movement has helped to limit Ogoni’s marginalization. 
Other women note how their gains have not only been for the Ogoni people as a whole 
but also individually: 
I know I have benefited to because so many places that I wouldn’t have been able to go. 
Like the first time MOSOP sent me to Ethiopia for a seminar, I went to Ethiopia.... They 
sent me again to Kenya, Nairobi.... When MOSOP went for this negotiation with the 
UNEP, in Geneva, I was there with them. All those are the benefits that I’ve benefited 
from MOSOP. When they have meeting in Abuja I’ve been going with them from hotel 
to hotel, that is experience and benefit that I have benefited because left for me alone, I 
wouldn’t have been able to go to all those places. (C. Nwido, personal communication, 
February 2017) 
Hellen makes similar comments about the ways in which she has benefited because of the 
movement: 
Without FOWA I wouldn’t have traveled out of this Nigeria. It made me to go to Kenya. 
For a network workshop. Where we share our problems, what we pass through in Nigeria 
and what they are passing through there. We encourage them on what happened to the 
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Ogoni people and the same thing is happening to them there. The people in Kenya in the 
interior villages, they are suffering because they don’t have resources like here. There 
one men who get about ten women without paying anything. You’ll be giving them baby. 
And then only you will struggle yourself to look for what you will eat.  
I’m not supposed to be among them because when they carry you to those type of 
high people head of states and you discuss and they ask questions and you ask questions 
too, it’s because of this MOSOP. It’s something that I’ve gained, because the knowledge 
alone, the knowledge alone is more than any other thing. It’s more than money. (H. 
Nkpaapkaa, personal communication, February 2017) 
Both Charity and Hellen speak to ways in which their participation in FOWA has granted them 
the opportunity to visit different places within Nigeria and abroad, including Geneva and Kenya. 
Hellen specifically speaks of going to Kenya and being a spokesperson for women’s 
empowerment and being in awe at realizing that other women around the world were looking to 
Ogoni women for advice and wanting to emulate their struggle. They are most grateful for the 
movement’s broadening their viewpoint and their reach on the world stage.  
Ogoni Immigrants’ Gains 
Ogoni people living in the United States gave a similar response as they reflected on the 
gains that they have received from the movement. Brother Jones in Arizona says the following 
about the benefits he has received from the movement: 
Right now, my connection and my level of interaction, the people that I know right now 
wouldn’t have been possible if not for MOSOP. I have known a lot of people. I have 
learned a lot of things. Even my children will benefit sometimes when I go to a meeting, I 
go with them…. That’s the only thing I will say, the only thing that I have benefited from 
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this organization is that it has exposed me to a lot of people and a lot of different groups. 
(B. Jones, personal communication, November 2016) 
Jonathan shares how MOSOP has allowed him exposure to the world:  
Yes, I have benefitted from this struggle because it has...taught me how to relate to 
people. I use MOSOP as a platform to relate to people from within Ogoni and from 
outside of Ogoni. When we call them...or they invite us, I use MOSOP as a platform to 
connect because if not for MOSOP, they probably would not have invited me. So I use 
MOSOP to socialize with the same people either with our own people, to know people 
better, and to know also some other cultures. MOSOP also…. has helped to expose other 
cultures to me, the values, the things other cultures believe in. (J.-- personal 
communication, November 2016). 
Because of MOSOP he has been placed in positions to learn from other cultures and groups of 
people and has had opportunities to teach others what he has learned as well. In short MOSOP 
has put him in connection with the world in a way that he would not have been able to do 
otherwise. 
Women in Arizona felt the same way. During a women-only focus group, Joanna, a 
woman in her late thirties, shares that, because of the MOSOP struggle, Ogoni people have 
become known in the world. She says: 
It’s like me having the opportunity to work in the hospital now. And when you get to the 
hospital people ask you where are you from? You say you are Ogoni. They ask you 
where is Ogoni? And now, Kenule has died with other Ogoni people—with people who 
did not benefit, those who died that did not benefit from this struggle. I was telling my 
husband’s sister yesterday that you don’t know the kind of joy that I get because when I 
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talk to doctors from Nigeria and they now say, where is Ogoni? Where are you talking 
about? …So it makes me like, OK, and I sit down and say, Che! Kenule, Che! Ogoni 
mam ma (thank you). Before they didn’t know, but I have described for them where I 
come from (everyone concurs). Some of them don’t know. Even one day they asked me, 
where is River’s State? I’m from Yoruba but I don’t even have the idea. Are you Ibo? I 
say, No, I am from River’s State, Ogoni. So what am I saying is that…we the Ogoni we 
have to learn because we didn’t have those things. Nobody knew us...where we are from. 
But now, the man [Ken Saro-Wiwa] has brought us here (J.—personal communication, 
December 2016) 
She marvels at how she has the opportunity to educate people about Ogoni in such a faraway 
place like Arizona when, otherwise, no one would have heard of the Ogoni people. She mentions 
that even some Nigerians she has come across did not know what Ogoni was, and she now has 
the chance to tell them. Thanks to the movement she can now make Ogoni known to them. 
Conclusion  
When Ogoni people fight simply to be known, this fight is historically grounded in 
colonial discrimination during which they were overlooked and felt unknown and regarded as 
less than everyone else. The MOSOP Bill of Rights states that political representation is one of 
their main issues. The women’s responses reveal that the Ogoni people’s lack of representation 
was rooted in a marginalization they had experienced for as long as they could recall. Through 
MOSOP, they wished to change that image. 
The respondents were old enough to remember when people across Nigeria referred to 
the Ogoni people as “Ogoni pur pur,” a derogatory term. Respondents spoke to wanting the 
Ogoni name to travel far and be respected. It becomes clear that this issue of being known, of 
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existing to the world, is important because the majority of respondents both in Nigeria and in the 
United States declared that the greatest benefit from the movement was getting exposure to the 
rest of the world and having the world know that there is a place called Ogoni. They wish for the 
world to hear them and no longer to be “hid in the forest.” Because of the movement, they 
connect with the world in a way that would have never been possible before the movement. It’s 
as if “for the survival of the Ogoni people” means the name as well—that the Ogoni name 
survive and not die. 
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CHAPTER 8: WOMEN’S EDUCATION 
 
Introduction 
At the Saakpeewa juncture at which the roads leading to Tai, Eleme, Gokana, and Khana 
meet, I see a huge multicolored banner announcing a visit from Amina Mohammed, Minister of 
Environment. In June 2016, MOSOP scored a huge victory when members of President Buhari’s 
cabinet visited Bodo in Ogoni to announce the commencement of the Ogoni Clean Up effort, an 
answer to Ogoni’s long-standing environmental concerns. This visit materialized in January 
2017, Mohammed visited MOSOP headquarters in Bori to seek women’s input on the Clean Up. 
 It is indeed a moment of excitement for the Ogoni people who are beginning to feel that 
their struggle has not been in vain. I meet Gokana women in Mogho, where they are recapping 
the Bori meeting. The secretary begins by chastising the Gokana women. They were not very 
visible at the event, she says, and she’d even witnessed a group of Gokana women tear up a sheet 
of the group’s ideas for women’s education projects, which they were supposed to have 
submitted to government personnel.   
In response, a woman appearing to be in her early fifties stands to correct the leader’s 
impression. She reports that she had been sitting at the table with the woman who’d torn up the 
paper. She says that, indeed, there had been several FOWA Gokana women sitting at this table, 
but the woman who’d torn the sheet was neither Gokana nor even Ogoni. The woman continues 
to say that, because literacy is difficult for her and other women at the table, they had trusted the 
woman to write their ideas for them, but the woman would not complete the task. To their 
surprise, and for no apparent reason, the woman had simply torn up the paper. The speaker 
concludes that the Gokana women had tried their best to participate but felt overpowered by the 
more educated women at the event.  
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Prior to FOWA, Ogoni women had endured discrimination in their individual silence. But 
on this day, among her FOWA colleagues, the woman eloquently explains what really happened 
at the meeting to over a hundred women who nod in support. They listen carefully, ready to take 
up the task she is presenting to them: Move forward to ensure they are no longer taken advantage 
of despite their lack of formal education. They have no doubt that they will prevail. After all, it 
was their organizing power that brought the leader of the Ministry of Environment all the way to 
Ogoni to speak specifically to Ogoni women. 
Little is known about Ogoni women’s contributions to the MOSOP movement in terms of 
issues for which they have agitated during their involvement in the movement. Barikor-Wiwa 
(1997) has written that Ogoni women were concerned with education. The research memo notes 
above reveal that when women have been overlooked in one space, FOWA empowers them to 
reconvene in another, where they can express their true desires and launch a plan for making 
their voices heard, despite their shortcomings in educational skills and other people’s continued 
attempts to silence them. This chapter seeks to uncover the extent to which education was a 
driving force for women’s involvement in the movement.  
Education for Economic Growth 
Governments have typically used education as a comprehensive tool for economic 
development. Similarly, education becomes a catchall for development in the Nigerian 
government’s Universal Basic Education (UBE) for the primary-school sector. According to the 
mission statement, besides eliminating illiteracy, education would alleviate poverty and stimulate 
development: 
The Universal Basic Education (UBE) Programme is a nine (9) year basic educational 
programme, which was launched and executed by the government and people of the 
 134 
Federal Republic of Nigeria to eradicate illiteracy, ignorance and poverty as well as 
stimulate and accelerate national development, political consciousness and national 
integration. (ubeconline.com) 
By improving its education system, Nigeria hopes to eradicate poverty and accelerate national 
development. This is an example of an economic ideology bearing directly upon investment in 
education. It is this same economic ideology that has guided development aid in the education 
sector. Economic ideology is pervasive throughout education development aid and becomes 
pronounced in women’s empowerment efforts, including women’s and girls’ education.  
The belief in the importance of investing in human capital is one manifestation of the 
economic growth model’s impact on education development. The economic growth model is 
concerned with methods of increasing the market value of a nation’s products over time. For 
many years, Western economies have used this model—an idea created by Western nations after 
World War II. The economic growth model posits that there are certain steps states must take in 
order to arrive at development. These include investment in human capital, infrastructure, health, 
and education. The linking of education and development is nested within the human capital 
theory. Human capital theory assumes that the knowledge humans obtain is an asset to the 
economy, and one that will encourage productivity in the economic sector. According to 
Olaniyan and Okemakinde (2008), “Human capital theory emphasizes how education increases 
the productivity and efficiency of the worker by increasing the level of cognitive stock of 
economically productive human capability which is a product of innate abilities and investment 
in human beings” (p. 479). 
There is a relationship between aid and the economic growth model that influences 
agencies’ decisions to invest in either primary education (literacy and basic skills) or technical 
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and vocational training. Due to limited funds and the desire to develop quickly, the debate is 
centered on ways to ensure the fastest gains from investment in education. When nations 
prioritize primary education over adult education, they consider that K-12 education would see 
greater participation and yield greater financial return because younger students would naturally 
devote more years of their lives to labor, even though their joining of the labor force might be 
delayed. However, it is precisely because of this delay in economic gains that many nations and 
aid agencies opt to support adult education instead (Mushi, 1991). Nonetheless, the debate about 
where to invest funds shows the impact of the economic growth model on education 
development aid. 
Bilateral agencies also deploy aid with specific aims to enact their economic ideologies in 
a particular country (Tsvetkova, 2008). A bilateral agency is one that directly meets or attempts 
to meet the need of another entity. However, bilateral agencies allow countries to make direct 
moves that will further their national economic interests in certain regions, and, therefore, aid 
often appears in a form that benefits the giver and the recipient of the aid. Bilateral aid agencies, 
such as the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), also emerge for the 
ultimate purpose of using aid for economic gains.  
When the ministry of education visited Ogoni to solicit women’s thoughts on how to best 
empower them, Glori Ngozi was there and summarizes the event in this way: 
Under the auspices of Ogoni Clean-up project…it was all about trying to flog up the 
skills that the women would be trained on for their own benefit that after the training it 
will be helpful for them to produce whatever they are trained on in the industrial market 
or within the local market whatever way, it depends on the skill of the individual. The 
ages people that will benefit from this skill are people from 18 years up to 40. I’m more 
 136 
than that. I cannot go about learning a trade now, the women that will be empowered that 
will be of benefit are those who have nothing. They will be trained on different skills like 
the norstream fishing, agric extension and palm oil producing. You know our people are 
farmers and some of them are into local processing of oil which consumes time and 
energy but if the women for instance if the women are being given equipment a good 
modern machine to process their palm oil, their product. It will be faster. They will be 
faster in producing their products. It will yield more, they will get more the machine will 
do more work than the tedious one of using their hand to pound, to squeeze, to do this it 
becomes small. 
The Ministry of Environment came to see which projects were of interest to Ogoni women or, 
more to the point, which types of technical and vocational training women would be interested in 
receiving. It is also important to note that it is specifically adult education for women who are 
not too old and not too young. At the FOWA meeting I attended with over one hundred women 
discussing the ministry of environment’s visit, I counted only two women who might qualify for 
the training the ministry was proposing, meaning the education scheme would not benefit the 
vast majority of FOWA women. 
Background of Ogoni Organizing for Education 
Education had been a key part of previous movements for the improvement of Ogoni 
(Anokari, 1986). One of the earliest movements for Ogoni’s improvement during colonial times 
was called Ogoni Central Union (OCU). Formed in 1942, OCU aimed to be a uniting force 
through which Ogoni demanded that the colonial government help to meet their needs. One of 
their earliest struggles was for the improvement of education in Ogoni. When G. Shuttle, the 
colonial leader of the Eastern Province headquartered in Enugu in 1942 arrived in Ogoni to 
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campaign for Ogoni support in World War II, the OCU asked for a secondary school and a 
hospital in return (Anokari, 2008). The British agreed but told them that taxes would increase as 
a result (Anokari, 1986). In 1947, during a celebration of Ogoni’s recognition as an official 
district, the OCU asked about the progress of the items they had requested (Kogbara, 1947, p. 
23). By the late 1960s, five secondary schools had been established in the Ogoni area. The first 
two Ogoni people to study abroad were Kemte Giadom (who went first to Iowa University and 
then to Toronto University) and S.F. Nwika (who studied at Arkansas State University and the 
University of Minnesota), both of whom studied through the Orizu scholarship scheme (Anokari, 
1986). Following the OCU, Paul Birabil led the formation of the Ogoni State Representative 
Assembly (OSRA), which continued the goals of the OCU. They continued sending people to 
study abroad and trying to funnel money to the Ogoni people from the Federal government. 
These early Ogoni leaders identified educational equality as an issue. In the early 1960s, Ken 
Saro-Wiwa drew attention to the oversight of the Ogoni people in the distribution of national 
scholarship: “Out of Shell BP’s about N32.6 million expenditure in 1964 nothing came to Ogoni 
people or the area. Although the company had a scholarship scheme which totaled up to 450 by 
1964 only 8 awards went to the people” (as cited in Anokari, 1986, p. 150). Ken Saro-Wiwa later 
served as the Rivers State Commissioner for Education and Commissioner for Information and 
Home Affairs. Anokari (1986) notes that, of 600 secondary school scholarships in Eastern 
Nigeria, only two were awarded to Ogoni people. 
Similar to earlier Ogoni improvement organizations, MOSOP sought further progress in 
education for the Ogoni people. The movement’s struggle for educational improvement shines 
through in the MOSOP anthem (also called the Ogoni Liberation Song), which stresses the 
importance of fighting for Ogoni children’s education. “Read knowledge, Ogoni people read, we 
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will no longer let the world cheat us,” goes one stanza. Consequently, one of the more active 
groups within MOSOP was NYCOP and the National Union of Ogoni Students (NUOS), which 
were mostly comprised of students and played a central role in MOSOP. According to one 
member of the NUOS, “It was easier for students to understand that people are cheating Ogoni 
than it was for the ordinary men and women in the community” (M. Tor-ue, personal 
communication, February 2018). During one of the FOWA meetings that I attended, the 
chairman of MOSOP Gokana, reminded women that “Ken Saro-Wiwa had told the women to 
always send their children to school no matter what, even if they have to sell their wrappers to do 
so” (personal communication, February 2017). The chairman need not remind the women. 
Education already sat at the top of their wish lists. During an interview, Ngozi, a previous leader 
of FOWA in Bori, now in her early fifties, summarizes some of the basic demands of MOSOP, 
and education is one of the main priorities: “We don’t have a health center. We don’t have good 
education. We don’t have good roads. At least if you are getting your own, if you are tapping our 
resources, you need to develop the place.”  
Women’s Demand for Education during Colonial Period 
Because the colonial governments did not consider investing in their education, women 
were left to fight separately for it. Furthermore, the education they did receive was often in 
“women’s work” and technical and vocational education. A.I. Spence (1952), who served as the 
Women’s Education Officer and Adult Education of Uyo, toured the Aba area which is near 
Ogoni to investigate women’s educational needs and the progress toward it. Spence reported that 
many different clans were fighting for education. In Mbutu she reported that “women want a 
midwifery center first and were advised to join the men’s literacy class or get a literacy class for 
women.” In Omoba, “a large crowd of women had met to see the District Officer and were very 
 139 
much interested. They are willing to pay for training of a teacher and to provide salary. If 
approved by the Committee they will begin a building.” Then in Umu Obiakwa: “There was a 
good representative meeting. Women have done literacy classes with men and had got their local 
women to teach them some needlework but want to get something better to form a proper 
women’s class.” Spence’s report reveals the extent to which women had organized toward the 
goal of improving education in one region. Although they were told that they would have to 
provide their own buildings and raise money for instructor salaries and training, the women were 
undeterred, and great numbers of women gathered to try to gain women’s education for their 
area. Spence summarized that “there is an obvious desire for this work in the Aba area and it will 
be difficult to hold it back.” As Ogoni was a neighbor to Aba, the report about women’s 
education in Aba sheds some light on the types of conditions one might expect in Ogoni around 
the same time.  
Ogoni Women Organizing for Education 
Most participants in the study received less than a secondary education and reported their 
desire for more education than they had received. Deebari, a woman now in her mid-forties 
reports that when she was younger, “the thing I was worried about most was how to go to school. 
If something gets easier, I might…and if I couldn’t go to school, I would learn a trade. Those 
were the things on my mind so that I can make it to tomorrow.” Leesi shares the same sentiment 
that her “mind was on school if not something that stopped me.” 
 Though many women wished to attend school, several factors often impeded their 
education. For many, their parents could not afford to lose them to school while they could be 
helping the family at home. Many dropped out of school to help their families on the farm.  
Mercy, a woman in her late sixties, says, “there was no one to sponsor me because I did not have 
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a father. Only my mother could not do it. It’s not like today. Today you have to beat yourself up 
and do it. My mother could not do it alone. I then usually went to farm. I went with my mother to 
farm” (M. Deekor, personal communication, February 2017). Still another respondent, Nwinde, a 
woman in her late sixties, shares, “My education could have gone higher than this but the 
problem here and there and poverty, will they allow me to go?” Deebari says of her experience, 
“At that time there wasn’t much, only that parents would take them to farm. The one who’s 
ready would get married. They didn’t think of putting you in school or anything that would bring 
us progress” (D.--, personal communication, February 2017). Deebari’s response captures the 
meaning of education for the women: Education was a means to progress, which is the main goal 
of MOSOP. More than anything, the women wish for progress and an easier way of life than the 
one to which they have been accustomed with farming as the primary option for sustaining one’s 
living.  
For many women, along with helping at home, marriage also shortened their education. 
For Nkaapkaa, after marriage she stopped schooling. “So, I now got married to him. I didn’t go 
to school again. When you marry, the next thing is to [have children]” (H. Npkaakpaa, personal 
communication, February 2017). Nwido’s sister was placed in a similar situation. She explains 
that “The husband...didn’t even allow her to go further after secondary school level…we 
intended sending her to school of nursing but the husband refused. So, she has married now and 
there’s nothing we can do” (C. Nwido, personal communication, February 2017). 
Those who had access to education were thankful for it and were the chief proponents of 
education for girls. Hellen and Nwido, both women in their early fifties, confirmed the stigma 
against female education and described how, based on their gender, they had almost been 
prevented from receiving an education themselves. Parents of girl children were under immense 
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social pressure to keep their daughters from going to school and discouraged by the worry about 
what neighbors would say if the girl ended up leaving home as education led to better 
opportunities. As Nwido explains how this was often the case she occasionally mimics the voices 
of people who did not support women’s education:   
“I told you not to train her. I told you. Look at it now. If she was in the house….” That is 
why you see many of our women didn’t go to school. Because they did not allow it. If I 
send you to school, you will go and fornicate. You will go and do this. You will go and 
do hallotting. They will not allow it. “Why did you send her to school? Don’t you know 
that girls, if they go to school, they will go and enrich another man’s family?” So, we 
intended so many things but the environment where we lived did not permit us. (C. 
Nwido, personal communication, February 2017) 
Nonetheless, with the encouragement of her parents, Nwido completed an associate degree. 
Hellen, who ultimately earned a bachelor’s degree, shares a similar story about discouragement 
from her the members of her community: 
We still find way to go to the school. So, when I was there with my parents, my father 
said he did not acquire any education and so all his children must go to school. Whether 
male or female you must go to school and it happened that I was the first child of my 
father. They were saying that he should not send me to school that I’m a woman, 
tomorrow, I will decide to marry and my father say fine that that is what he wants. I 
should go to school. He sent me to school, I was in school, I finish my school in state 
school. (H. Nkaapkaa, personal communication, February 2017) 
Both women voice FOWA’s concern with girls’ education. Nwido shares that female 
education was a main message during the earlier FOWA meetings that she attended: 
 142 
We attended the first day meeting how we should organize, we organized the women, we 
sang, we discussed the women affairs, how women should not stay in the house. We 
should group ourselves together and move Ogoni forward. So female children should be 
trained, should be sent to school. You should not say you don’t have money. You should 
send your children to school, especially the female children because female children were 
the people that did not have a background before this time. (C. Nwido, personal 
communication, February 2017) 
At the initial FOWA meetings, leaders were passionate about the importance of girls’ education 
and the duty of parents to ensure their education regardless of financial difficulty. FOWA’s 
attention to girls’ education was chief among Hellen’s reasons for joining the movement: “We 
were blind people, were dying carelessly because…the water has been polluted, even the food 
we eat, women were not going to school, it was after then that the eyes of the women opened 
very well to send their female children to school. Like that” (H. Nkaapkaa, personal 
communication, February 2017). Hellen later reiterates that FOWA’s efforts in encouraging 
girls’ education has made a great difference in the community. “What FOWA has gotten, we 
have not gotten anything but it made the women to be aware of going to school,” she says.  
It follows that FOWA had a platform for fighting for women’s education because the first 
leaders of FOWA were among the most educated women in Ogoni. Hellen describes the leaders 
present at one of the first FOWA meetings: 
Dr. Mrs. Kooyan was there. Dr. Constance Saro-Wiiyor was there. The first graduate in 
the whole Ogoniland. She was the first chemistry woman that had the degree in chemistry 
in the whole of Ogoni and part of Rivers State, too. So, Julie Wiika was there. The people 
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who matter—this Saro-Wiiyor was my principal in the school. (H. Nkaapkaa, personal 
communication, February 2017) 
These educated women were arguably the most influential women in Ogoni at the time; thus, the 
FOWA members’ concern for women’s education may stem from their understanding of the 
importance of education.  
Some women’s educational needs are provided at FOWA meetings and seminars. Even 
as FOWA conducts rallies, they use them as opportunities to educate women. Nwido explains 
that FOWA uses the seminars to teach women how they can improve their economic conditions. 
Apart from the women’s empowerment lessons provided during seminars, FOWA women could 
get actual technical and vocational education through the organization. A grant from USAID 
provided significant opportunities for FOWA women from 2000 to 2008, as Nwido recalls: 
Like training before this time, these people aid us and we were having our computer 
center, tailoring, catering department…. USAID, they were the people that aid us...some 
of them who are clever are now using that to sustain their life…like tailoring they have 
opened. Some of them are using their hard-earned money because no money was given to 
them. No mobilization for them to go ahead but from what they learned from there they 
are doing something. (C. Nwido, personal communication, February 2017) 
Through FOWA, some women had the chance to receive vocational education that many have 
used to improve their living situation and begin businesses in sewing, catering, and computers.   
Presently, FOWA’s activism has provided another major opportunity for women to gain 
technical and vocational education. As part of the Ogoni Clean-Up effort, the Nigerian 
government has agreed to arrange for FOWA women to receive training in several areas. One of 
FOWA’s major victories was the January 2017 visit from the Minister of Environment, Amina 
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Mohammed, who came to inquire about FOWA women’s desire for vocational education that 
would accompany other proposed projects over the course of the clean-up. It was the main 
subject of several of the meetings that the researcher attended. Some of the ideas for the 
vocational education included learning to raise snails, processing palm oil, farming in a 
greenhouse, raising seafood, improving agricultural output, and making pottery.  
Conclusion 
Women’s and girls’ education is an important topic in development, and Ogoni women’s 
quest for education provides new insight into the issue of women’s pathway towards 
empowerment through education. While investment in girls’ education has thus far been 
governed by the human capital theory, there are those who argue that it is flawed (Abrokwaa, 
1999; Devine, 2017), and we see that what truly guides women’s involvement in education is 
their desire to participate in a broader world to secure justice for themselves and their people. All 
the women in this study understand the value of education and that it is the most effective way to 
participate in their freedom. In contrast to the dominant theory, they believe that education is 
more than just a means to participate in the economy. Rather, education is a way to ensure that 
they have a seat at the table and understand the critical discussions that are happening around 
them. 
Moreover, education improvement schemes based on the human capital theory have too 
often eliminated older women. That has proven true for the Ogoni women whose first choices for 
educational focus have been dismissed in favor of technical and vocational areas to temporarily 
patch their current situations. Still, most Ogoni women who have struggled on behalf of FOWA 
will not benefit because they are deemed too old to be a positive return on investment. 
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In the previous chapter, I discussed the ways in which colonialism nullified Ogoni 
women’s traditional leadership roles in society. In Ogoni, women’s education consisted of 
women undergoing the Yaa tradition (which Kpone-Torwe [2001] explains was more spiritual in 
nature). The ways of knowing that are steeped in spiritual traditions were attacked and not 
replaced; women were not invited to receive the formal education that the British gave to some 
Ogoni men. Still, as many of them have no formal education, they have resorted to what they do 
know and the tools at their disposal in order to make their voices heard. Their choice to compose 
songs and dance to further their message takes the place of a pen and paper. By finding ways 
around their shortcomings and building upon their strengths, Ogoni women have been able to 
achieve justice, freedom, and remarkable success in Nigeria and the world. 
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CHAPTER 9: TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZING 
Introduction 
“The only thing I haven’t sold are coconuts,” Charity, a 38-year-old mother of four and 
leader of FOWA Arizona, tells me, as she recounts all the businesses in which she’s dabbled 
over the years in the United States; She talks about her attempts to achieve the American Dream 
of financial stability and more time to pursue her desires, while we travel the winding freeways 
of Phoenix from the airport to the suburbs in her new-modeled eight-seater white Dodge 
minivan. She is wearing a tight-fitting work-out gear, topped off with Hollywood-style oversized 
shades and tells me she hopes to stop by the gym later. She chats freely with me, unable to hide 
her Kegbara Dere accent in which her hard g’s sound like k’s. She appears comfortable being the 
subject of our conversation and happy to recount triumphs and disappointments from her life 
story. Through it all, her sense of hopefulness is infectious. I am tempted to join in on one of the 
several business ideas she pitches to me over the course of our drive. She is determined to 
succeed at self-employment in the United States, and one is easily convinced that she’s just on 
the edge of her breakthrough if only she can hold on a little while longer. We briefly talk about 
her current work as a nursing assistant, and even then she emphasizes the connections she is able 
to secure through contact with her older, White clients.  
It is Saturday, one of her only two days off a week from the two jobs she holds from 5 
a.m. to 11 p.m., so she must run some errands, she tells me. As we drive by Glendale 
Community College, she announces proudly, “That’s my school where I used to take classes. As 
soon as I have more time, I will go back to finish my degree” (personal communication, Sept. 
2016). This is a point she would repeat during subsequent trips past the school. As we make our 
way through various suburbs, which are standalone cities in Arizona, I get a tour of her life.  
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Charity and her family live in El Mirage, Arizona. It is flat, sand colored with few trees 
scattered about. The buildings are mostly sand-colored, and I’m not sure if that is the style or 
whether it is because of the terrain or heat. There are many small cities around including 
Scottsdale and Sun City where she says people are richer. Roadways seem to be in excess for 
such a lesser population than the Los Angeles I was used to. This was certainly the epitome of 
the urban sprawl. There are five-lane streets on both sides of the road with shopping centers 
lining the sides, all in the same sandy color behind spacious parking lots.  
We first stop at a Vietnamese grocery store at which she buys several pounds of fresh fish 
with which to stock her freezer. While waiting for the fishmonger to prepare the chosen items, 
she names almost all of the different kinds of fish in the long display cabinets with Gokana 
vocabulary that is new to me even as a native speaker. Her father was a fisherman, she explains, 
and by default she became an expert on seafood. I learn of various reasons that all of her children 
are her favorite, and she speaks lovingly of a quirk about each one that’s won her heart. With 
pride she shares how her first son overcame a speech impediment to be an avid reader. She can 
do nothing but thank God for his mercies on her life, she says.  
Charity is an example of the driven people who comprise the Ogoni populations in the 
United States. She is capable, intelligent, determined and works endless hours toward making her 
dreams come true. In addition to these qualities, Charity has a strong desire to see the Ogoni 
community succeed at their goals of continuing the MOSOP Struggle in the United States. She 
has given up her personal time to serve as the FOWA leader of the Arizona chapter of MOSOP 
and also serves as the vice president of MOSOP Arizona. The position demands an ability to 
withstand unpleasant comments and disrespect from organization members and Charity is ideal 
for the job. Although she is not afraid to correct people who challenge her, she takes very little to 
 148 
heart. Her strong leadership culminates at the national MOSOP-USA conference held in Arizona 
in 2016. With the rest of FOWA Arizona standing behind her, in her speech, she calls for unity 
among Ogoni people and challenges men to stop allowing disagreements to hamper the 
movement.  
Transnational Feminists and Fragmentation 
Healing the fragmentation caused by globalization has a been a major goal for 
transnational feminists. According to Mara Viveros-Vigoya “Possibly, one of the ways to 
generate transnational solidarity within feminism is to take advantage of the internal fissures of 
neoliberalism in order to erode its foundations, that is, it’s way of administering politics and 
economy by constructing fragmented global markets” (as cited in Carty & Mohanty, 2015, p. 2). 
The logic here is that, if globalization fragments economies, women are strongest when they 
build solidarity among each another to limit the fissures that can occur among them. The goal is 
to build solidarity across cultures and geographic boundaries. 
According to Gloria Anzaldúa (2015), globalization operates best in a war economy, 
which fragments communities. For example, she points to George W. Bush, Jr.’s attempt to save 
Afghan women, even while it was the United States’ globalizing policies that rendered the 
women invisible in the first place. In this way, she cautions a transnational feminist practice that 
seeks to “save” non-Western women, as these actions can further deepen the gaps that already 
exist. Anzaldúa employs the myth of Coyolxauhqui to characterize the fragmentation against 
which she speaks. Anzaldúa writes that 
When Coyolxauhqui tried to kill her mother, Coatlicue, her brother Huitzilopochtli, the 
war god, sprang out from the womb fully armed. He decapitated Coyolxauhqui and flung 
her down the temple, scattering her body parts in all directions, making her the first 
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sacrificial victim. Coyolxauhqui is your symbol for both the process of emotional 
psychical dismemberment, splitting body/mind/spirit/soul, and the creative work of 
putting all the pieces back together in a new form. (p. 124) 
For Anzaldúa, the legend of Coyolxauhqui serves to illuminate the destructive violence that 
severs marginalized persons and communities and is a dominant characteristic of globalization. 
Coyolxauhqui can also be used as a metaphor for the Ogoni people living in the United States. 
They too have been flung from the shrine of their goddesses, Gbenebeka and Saa, and 
dismembered bodies landed all over the world.  
Anzaldúa writes that engaging our imaginations through the spirit develops a new, more 
positive reality. If globalization fragments, then it’s antidote must heal and make whole. She 
offers that “by bringing psychological understanding and using spiritual approaches in political 
activism we can stop the destruction of our moral, compassionate humanity” (pp. 20-21). For 
Anzaldúa it is this spiritual activism that can, in turn, heal colonialism’s wounds. She suggests 
that imagination is necessary for building these bridges and linking women across the world.  
While transnational feminists work to build solidarity among activists across the globe, 
they know that unity does not mean equality. As Carty and Mohanty (2015) write, “Failure to 
recognize these differences between women as feminists can be the real hair in the eyeball so to 
speak of any attempt at true global feminist solidarity” (p. 8). How so? What is the danger of 
failing to recognize differences between one another? Then we become set in the dominant 
ideology about ourselves and one another; feminists in the global South internalize that they need 
help, and feminists in the global North believe they are the help that others need. All people in 
the global South ignore their strengths, while those in the North overlook their own 
shortcomings. Another feminist activist, Sara Ahmed, answers, “I think one of the main 
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challenges is to dispel the myth of the West as liberator.... I think our task in creating solidarity is 
to open our ears rather than our mouths” (as cited in Carty & Mohanty, 2015, p. 7). Ahmed 
recognizes that their solidarity can often hide the inequalities among activists who share the same 
larger aim. 
The discussion in transnational feminist studies has often focused on Global Northern 
women’s activism on behalf of Global Southern women. Less has been said of immigrant 
communities’ activism on behalf of their communities residing in the source country. This 
chapter examines the nature of the FOWA women in the United States’ struggle to practice the 
type of transnational feminism that leads to healing. I ask: What issues are most important to 
them and with what tools do they fight? 
African Women Immigrants 
Okeke-Ihejirika et al.’s (2018) study reviews critical literature about African immigrant 
women in Western societies and confirms the dearth of research on African women immigrants. 
In immigration studies, African immigrants are either lumped together with Black immigrants or 
ignored completely. Okeke-Ihejirika et al. (2018) and Arthur (2010) has found that most studies 
about African immigrant women focus on health outcomes and needs of African immigrants, 
while very few focus on women’s agency and political participation in transnational politics in 
their new home after migration. Bailey (2012), who studied a population of African immigrant 
refugee women in the UK, found that women’s participation in grassroots movements helped 
them fight the invisibility they faced within society.  
Some key points have been raised about African women immigrants in the West. First, 
they are more likely to be employed than men, though they mostly work lower-skilled jobs 
(Arthur, 2010). We also know that moving to the West for most Africans places them in 
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positions to experience downward mobility (Bailey, 2012; Okeke-Ihejirika et al., 2018). We also 
find that immigration patterns are gendered in that men are more likely to sponsor women. This 
further unbalances the gender relations within families in which women are less likely to speak 
up in the case of issues or intimate partner violence. Still, the early 2000s was marked by a new 
trend that has been termed the “feminization of migration,” whereby, more than ever before, a 
greater percentage of migrants are women (Yuval-Davis, Kannabirān, & Vieten, 2009).  
In the case of the Ogoni people, the core group of MOSOP attendees in Arizona came 
together around 2001. They were predominantly men. They were so close that many of them 
lived together in one apartment while they were working to gain footing in the new country. One 
by one these men sponsored their wives to join them. These group of wives who came years later 
have grown to become the FOWA group involved in this study. 
Immigrants in Arizona 
To better contextualize Ogoni women’s struggle in Arizona, I share my personal 
experience of seeking information about immigrants in the archives and as a Black woman 
physically navigating various spaces in Arizona. This endeavor led me to understand their 
invisibility to the state like so many other immigrants and people of color experience in Arizona. 
To understand immigrants in Arizona, I first visited the archives at the Arizona State 
University in Tempe. I walked to the reference librarians’ desk and asked to speak with someone 
who could help me with research on immigrants in the area. The librarian referred me to Stacy 
(pseudonym) who was in charge of the Chicano Library section. Stacy gave me a brief tour of 
the special collections in which there was very little, if anything, about immigrants who were not 
Latino and even less about refugees.  
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Most of the documents were about the Cuban refugee resettlement during the mid-1960s 
and consisted of several letters, which called for the state senator at the time to speedily admit 
Cuban refugees to help with the state’s agricultural needs. There was only one letter in the 
collection in opposition to resettling Cubans in which a couple wondered why the state simply 
didn’t bring in Mexicans if they really wanted help with agriculture. After all, Mexicans were 
just across the border. I did not see any response to their suggestion. The other visible refugee 
group was the Vietnamese as a result of the Vietnam War during the 1970s.  
Black people were even harder to find. I found two cartoons depicting Black people by 
Reg Manning, a Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist who regularly contributed to the Arizona 
Republic newspaper. One drawing was of African Americans shortly after Richard Nixon’s 
election in 1969. In the first frame, a man representative of the Black voter group tells Black 
leaders not to vote for Nixon. In the second frame, the same Black representative is seen 
condemning Nixon for not having any Black representation in his Cabinet. The cartoon depicts 
Blacks as nonsensical and stupid. The other cartoon showed Nigerians from the late 1960s and 
portrayed a starving child during the Biafran War, or the Nigerian Civil War. The drawing aimed 
to draw attention to the children needing help in Africa. After having little luck finding any 
information about Black immigrants from Africa in the archives, I went back to Stacy for further 
direction. After she went through the online directory herself, we concluded that I would have 
better luck doing a Google search. I left the archives in Tempe discouraged and disappointed that 
an entire continent didn’t exist to this institution. 
Next, I visited the University of Arizona’s special collections in Tucson to access the 
Sanctuary Papers, a collection that captures local organizing in the Sanctuary Movement during 
which faith-based organizations worked to protect undocumented immigrants from deportation. 
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Among the Sanctuary files, I saw correspondences between one Pastor Fife from a church in 
Tucson, who writes to the sitting attorney general that their church will “publicly violate the 
Immigration and Nationality Act, Section 274(A).” He writes, “We have declared our church as 
a sanctuary for undocumented refugees from Central America. On March 24, 1982, we will 
openly receive an undocumented Salvadoran refugee into the care and protection of the church.” 
The office of the attorney general responds by reiterating that the church will be violating the 
1980 Refugee Act and international law. 
In the papers, the phrase “underground railroad” is used to describe the harboring of the 
undocumented immigrants. I came across a News Release by “Corbett,” which suggests that the 
phrase was used by the government and the opposition. Corbett responds that they are not 
functioning as an underground railroad: “Consequently, a novel development of the kind 
indicated by references to ‘an underground railroad’ is neither taking place nor is it needed. The 
active Christians throughout Mexico simply work within the established institutional framework 
to protect undocumented refugees from the persecution to which they are being subjected.” 
Through these papers, churches and people in support of helping the undocumented immigrants 
argue that protecting the immigrants is not breaking the law but only upholding the law, more so 
than the government that sought to convict their actions. This mimics the strategies that 
nonviolence scholars have noted were an advantage for Blacks during the Civil Rights 
Movement. They too argued that they were simply fighting for the U.S. government to uphold 
and enforce everyone’s rights to liberty and the pursuit of happiness (Sharma, 2013).  
Lastly, I came across several dozen undocumented immigrants in Arizona at a 
Greyhound bus station in Phoenix. While attempting to catch a late bus that would get me back 
to Los Angeles the following morning, I encountered several large groups of undocumented 
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immigrants recently released from detention centers. In the process, I learned the various 
demographics of undocumented immigrants and met active groups working to provide them aid. 
I have included my research memo from that encounter below: 
Upon entering the bus terminal, I chose a seat near several blue polypropylene bags all 
overstuffed. The bags could not possibly belong to only one person. I took the empty seat 
with the sea of blue bags to my left and a young mother and her approximately ten-year-
old daughter. They had just purchased a hamburger that the girl was eating along with 
fries. I watched them from the corner of my eye as I tried unsuccessfully to make the 
internet work. Soon another young woman came by. She seemed less shy and immediately 
asked me if I was from Sierra Leone as well. No, I replied, but assuming they were from 
Sierra Leone, I took the opportunity to ask them where they were going. They said 
“Florida” after having trouble understanding me. I asked whether they were not afraid 
of the hurricane, and that took even longer to gain a response. Both women talked among 
themselves in order to decipher my words. Finally, the mother nodded and confirmed, 
“hurrican.” I left it there even though I desperately wanted to converse with them to ask 
more about everything. How did they end up in Arizona? Why were they were headed to 
Florida? Why?... I instead decided to get some dinner and ordered a hamburger from the 
food station. As I was walking back to my seat, I noticed a tall White man and another 
person carrying a huge box of Lunchables to a group of people who I guessed were 
Central American, all seated in another part of the bus terminal waiting area. Soon a 
woman arrived with a clipboard, and she went first to the group of Latinos and then to 
the Sierra Leoneans. That’s when I realized that there were many more of the Sierra 
Leoneans than the two women near me. In all, I counted five women and their children 
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and one man. From their appearances, none of them could be older than 35. On average, 
the adults were in their twenties. I then noticed, as they huddled around the woman who 
was speaking Spanish to them, that they all had on ankle monitors. The children did not. 
It now made sense why the ten-year-old girl was reading Vanidades, the Spanish Vanity 
magazine. I had asked her if she spoke Spanish, and she had replied “poquito.” Now the 
translator was going back and forth between the two groups, the Central Americans and 
the Sierra Leoneans. Every time she began to speak with the Black women, she would 
accidentally begin to speak in English, only to catch herself and switch to Spanish, which 
signaled that their Spanish must be better than their English and that perhaps they had 
spent a significant amount of time in Spanish-speaking countries on their journey to the 
United States. I waited for a moment when the woman with the clipboard and another 
partner was freer and asked them what was going on. They explained that the people they 
were speaking to had all been released from an immigration detention center that day, 
one of three in Arizona, and were now stranded at the bus station because of the 
hurricane. When I asked where they would go, the volunteers replied that they would 
meet their families. I found out that the volunteers were a group of people who simply 
heard about the large set of released detainees and had come to help by distributing food 
and necessary supplies. One was a registered nurse and another was a professor at 
Arizona State University. Over the course of the evening, I saw other groups arrive at the 
station all carrying the same identifying blue bags. One set was a group of South Asians 
and another looked to be Southeast Asians. They tended to huddle together chattering in 
their respective languages. I saw some of them changing clothes including putting laces 
on their shoes. As the night progressed, I saw two men wearing clothing that identified 
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them as Red Cross workers come to offer the now-stranded passengers a room at their 
shelter. When I noticed the Sierra Leonean women sitting next to me refused to follow the 
Red Cross men out, I asked them why they were not taking the offer for shelter, and they 
managed to communicate their position: “No, no, never!” They shook their heads 
adamantly. “I don’t want any place like that again!’”  (personal communication, Oct. 7, 
2016) 
That night, I learned of an Arizona in which immigrants were likely to be detained and dumped 
at the bus station upon release like prisoners with nothing but one small plastic bag. I got a 
glimpse of the traumatic experiences of these detention centers when mothers refused to follow 
anyone else to another “safe shelter” even when they had been informed that their bus would be 
delayed possibly another 48 hours. That they would rather sit at a bus station overnight and 
possibly another day spoke volumes about the experience they had had at the immigrant 
detention center. Theirs and their children’s freedom was worth any inconvenience they might 
experience at the bus terminal.  
Since then, I have passed through the Phoenix Greyhound station and have met other 
undocumented immigrants but not in the large numbers I saw that night. I have spoken to people 
also released at the station who testified to spending months and even over a year at the detention 
centers before their release. Most of them had very young children with them, including some 
who were only months old. No matter the instance, the demographics of the immigrants remain 
diverse. While Arizona shares a border with Mexico, the immigrants were not only Mexicans. 
Indeed, none of the groups I saw at the station that night appeared to be Mexican. They were 
Africans, Asians, and Central Americans. This immediately revealed to me that there are a 
variety of immigrant groups in Phoenix from all over the globe. I took the opportunity to follow 
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up with the ASU professor who I had met that evening to gain more background about the 
actions of the organization with which she was working to provide meals and clothing for the 
recently released detainees. She confirmed that the group functions almost like a secret network 
of helpers. They often do not know one another and must be ready to serve on short notice. The 
woman shared with me that that evening they had received word that an unusually large group of 
immigrants were at the station, and they would need volunteers. The volunteers worked to keep 
their identities private from even one another at times to avoid any retaliation from government 
officials and agencies. Besides the volunteers, the items they distributed were also all donated 
and included food, diapers, and toiletries, among other items.  
 The numbers from the main refugee organization in Phoenix corroborated this diverse 
immigrant group. I visited the International Rescue Commission’s (IRC) offices to get a sense of 
the refugees coming into Phoenix and they gave me the following numbers about people they 
have processed:  
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(Bosnia and Herzegovina), Latin America and the Caribbean (Cuba), Near East/South Asia 
(Iraq). Within the African immigrant community, Nigerian refugees accounted for only 12 of the 
3879 refugees from Africa. They comprised .003% of the African refugee populations. This 
indicates that the Ogoni people, many of whom came through the IRC between 1999 and 2005, 
were drastically underrepresented among African refugee populations.  
My personal exploration of immigrants in Arizona reveals their invisibility to the state 
when they are not criminalized. From this state of invisibility the Ogoni people set to the task of 
finding themselves and finding one another, or as Anzaldúa explains, looking for the severed 
body parts of their community members.  
The Call for Unity 
During MOSOP meetings, the most heated discussions were of the need for unity and the 
lack thereof. Over the course of several meetings, I witnessed complaints on the topic of 
inclusion and why others have not been receiving communication about MOSOP Arizona 
general meetings. At the first meeting I attended the following exchange occurred:  
Jeremiah, a man who appears to be in his early forties and is dressed in a plain light 
brown T-shirt over jeans and a long gold chain speaks. He says that it is important that 
the group tries to spread information about MOSOP meetings, especially about the 
burial proceedings and gatherings to everyone who is Ogoni in Arizona. He becomes 
more heated and animated as he speaks. I can tell he has touched on a hot button for 
himself and for the group because the one who appears to be in charge of 
communications lashes back at his comment that he does inform everyone as long as he 
has their phone number…Joanna, Jeremiah’s wife who is in her late-thirties, is matching 
her husband in a brown shirt and speaks to build onto her partner’s comment. She 
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explains that her husband has made such a comment because they have a friend who has 
refused to come to the meeting because the individual says that they did not receive a 
text. The chairman interjects the now-heated exchange by stating that they are currently 
working on getting a complete list of people and their phone numbers so that information 
about the meeting can be texted to everyone. (personal communication, July 31, 2016) 
The issue of who gets invited to the organization’s general meetings appears to be a problem that 
repeatedly comes up because, even before Jeremiah can finish, the communications person 
answers him. The situation quickly escalates as Joanna comes to her husband’s defense to 
support what he is saying. The chairman, Jones, sees it as a necessary step into the conversation 
and offers some form of mediation. 
A similar exchange about the importance of inclusion happens again at another meeting. 
During one meeting designed to prepare for the annual national conference, which MOSOP 
Arizona would be hosting that year, Charity, the FOWA president who is in her late thirties, 
becomes upset when accused that she has not reached out to all Ogoni women about their 
preparations. 
Jeremiah mentions that some women are not informed about the FOWA meetings. To this 
comment, the FOWA president loses her cool. She gets up with her phone and shows it to 
the secretary who was seated across from her at the table. She tells him, “Look, see here. 
Look at the list of women I sent messages to. There are seventeen! (personal 
communication, Sept. 25, 2016). 
The mere suggestion that she has left out other women is a tipping point for Charity who had, up 
until then, been calm. The anxiety of division becomes more evident in the chairman’s response 
to the exchange: Jones closes off the conversation by insisting that FOWA is part of MOSOP. 
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That any woman who is wondering about FOWA should come to MOSOP meetings. “FOWA 
should come to the meeting. They can’t attend on the side,” he says (personal communication, 
Sept. 25, 2016). Here, the chairman addresses the suggestion that people are left out of women’s 
text circle by saying that women should not have side meetings anyway. In this way, he uses the 
opportunity to reinforce his belief that unity must prevail, even to the extent that women should 
not hold side meetings, which women have voiced they need if they will be able to take care of 
all the responsibilities on their plate before the event.  
 During general meetings, the group is especially sensitive to supporting the unity of 
families. On several occasions, I witnessed the attendees rearrange seating to ensure husbands 
and wives sat next to one another. Often they would reinforce their actions by quoting the 
popular Bible verse forbidding people from coming between a husband and a wife. The 
following is a memo from one such occasion:  
Then Mene comes in. He is greeted heartily by all the men already seated in the room. 
Daniel the one who seems more dignified among the men besides Jones who has the 
status of chairman stands up to greet Mene. Thomas does the same after allowing Mene 
to make his rounds. So does George, the other younger looking man in the room. 
Catherine’s husband Victor greets Mene especially heartily. He tells his wife with a wide 
grin that Mene was his roommate at the refugee camp in Benin. As Mene is looking for a 
seat, Catherine must make a difficult decision. She cannot make her husband move, that 
would appear disrespectful, especially in front of all the other men in the room. She must 
be the one to move. However, if she moves closer to her husband, she will be separating 
the two male friends. Catherine decides to shift to make a seat on the black leather sofa 
between herself and her husband so as to allow the two past roommates to sit near one 
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another. Mene hesitates to take the seat. Thomas and George see that he is hesitating to 
sit down and help him make the decision by quoting the Bible verse “What God has 
joined together let no man put asunder.” The group directs Catherine to sit near her 
husband. Only at the permission of the other men is she able to sit comfortably near her 
husband. (personal communication, July 31, 2016) 
 In this instance, seating arrangements become a difficult dilemma because one must decide 
whether to honor the marriage relationship or the male-to-male relationship first. Regardless, the 
dilemma presents an issue of unity, and the group becomes invested as they try to decipher the 
best way to handle the situation. Mene’s excitement at seeing his old friend is weighed against 
ensuring a man and wife are not separated, which the group believes could bring blasphemy 
upon the one who dares to do that.  
 The group’s preoccupation with ensuring togetherness seems exacerbated by the recent 
death of one of their prominent members. At the meeting, Charity announces the need to 
maintain close contact with the grieving family and takes the opportunity at the general meeting 
to appeal directly to the men whom she feels may obstruct that plan. She asks the men to 
“release” their wives to spend the night at the widow’s place. She tells them that it is important 
that they don’t leave the widow by herself. We can assume that, as the leader of the women, she 
has already directed the women to make time to spend with the family in need, so that she 
underscores her request to men further emphasizes her seriousness that everyone come together 
to help the family cope. 
Against Isolation 
In a similar manner, the issue of lack of unity overwhelmed the conversation during the 
focus group with women. There were retellings of idyllic earlier days in the United States when 
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friends relied on one another and were closer compared to recent times. Many of them have gone 
their separate ways. According to Joanna, over time, people have become more and more distant:   
If I can give a testimony, when I came to this town, she (one of her Ogoni friends) comes 
to my house all the time. She would ask me, my sister, what do you need? Will you eat? 
What will you do? She’ll go to the store and buy things for me. And she does things for 
me. You know. Sometimes I am surprised. Let’s go out to eat. You understand? But the 
more I’m with this the more things are changing. And sometimes me I sit down and say 
what is really going on? (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
Joanna grapples with the ways in which relationships have changed after migration and over 
time. She notes that, when she first came to Arizona, her friend was closer to her, but as time 
passed, the friendship became more distant. She spends time pondering how to make sense of the 
rapid change occurring around her. It becomes clear that separation is an anxiety the other 
women share because, as she speaks, the other women who are listening nod and smile, as if 
remembering and desiring the “good ol’ days” during which togetherness prevailed.  
Most of our time during the focus group is spent discussing the lack of unity that had 
emerged at past MOSOP meetings. The women recount how people would cut one another off 
mid-speech and how coming to any consensus was nearly impossible.  
 Joanna: So that is why we have a little—I will just tell you everything—a little 
misunderstanding among us like we’re telling you…. Before the quarreling existed, this 
room wouldn’t contain Ogoni people. 
 Charity: It’s true. That’s how it was. This room would fill up. And then they just 
talk and get mad and they… 
 Catherine: …fight.  
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 Charity: Like if A is talking, they won’t want B to say even just like something. 
They have to come to your mouth. 
 Domale: What are they fighting about? 
 Everyone: (Speaking all at once, people begin to raise their voices talking over 
each other.) You know! You have your own opinion. Conflict of interest.  
 Catherine: You don’t agree with it. That’s what they fight about.  
 Everyone: Conflict of interest. Anything. Anything!  
 Joanna: Like K, and I see K’s husband is talking for example. I tell him, “Hey sit 
down! My husband is talking!” (Both Charity and Joanna say this last part in unison) 
You see the kind of… (Everyone laughs.)  
The scene they describe is one of discord and argument. They confirm that in the past, MOSOP 
meetings were loud and filled with disagreement and disrespect for one another. It is a 
conversation they keep trying to avoid, but it inevitably bubbles to the surface and overtakes the 
conversation. One member tries unsuccessfully to change the subject, but the women are too 
charged to continue to describe their discontent with past meetings. That they cannot easily move 
beyond this topic tells me that the wound that the disagreement has left is still fresh for most of 
them. The thought of the loss of relationships—a result of the arguments—is still very real. 
There is clear anxiety over losing friends and other Ogoni people who were once close. 
The focus group revealed ways in which anxiety about the lack of unity was manifested 
in individual fears of isolation. All the women stressed the impact of the distance between 
themselves and their relatives back home in Nigeria. Joanna discusses the desire to have people 
support you through important life events: “Here is so far. Even though you say you’ll bring your 
people from home, the time has been wasted.” Joanna spoke for all the women when she said the 
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distance from Ogoni is the reason why they must work to ensure they maintain strong 
relationships with one another. Joanna continues, “That’s why I tell Ogoni people that they 
should look [past] no matter what happens. Let it go. And let’s come back together and work as 
sisters because here is too far.” As she says this, all the women nod in concurrence. 
The anxiety over the loss of unity becomes further evident in the women’s wishes for 
their children. The women speak of wanting their children to know one another and belong to the 
Ogoni community. Joanna explains feeling frustration as her daughter is graduating because she 
does not feel she has other Ogoni people to call upon to help her celebrate and mentor her 
daughter: 
Like now my own daughter will graduate from high school and guess what? I may only 
be able to call this one or call this one. Where are the other people? It hurts! Because you 
want your own people to take your child and sit them down and advise them because this 
is all our children. We need the future of our children. It’s like when your daughter is 
telling you that she has reached such a level of school and at the end of the day, they 
don’t know their auntie who was helping them. (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
For Joanna, a celebratory event like her daughter’s upcoming graduation is overshadowed by a 
lack of togetherness in the Ogoni community. She wishes a greater number of the Ogoni people 
could connect with her daughter as uncles and aunts to prepare her for the future. Therefore, the 
women concurred that one of FOWA’s priorities is to support each other in raising children who 
remain connected to Ogoni people. Joanna then says, “So that is why we tell people we should 
take the children to the park. Let them speak to each other. They should know each other.” 
Catherine echoes the same sentiment as she describes FOWA Arizona’s activities:  
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We just to get together and let our children learn from one another and to speak our 
language and know each other because sometimes with the distance we have everybody 
lives so far from...you know we live away from each other. So coming together as 
women, we bring our children so they can know each other and then they can speak our 
language. Because we don’t want that taken away from us. We want our language to be 
there. Our dialect has to be there. So, coming together as women, we try to keep that 
together. So that’s very important for us.  (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
The women ensure their children meet in order to help them establish a network of support for 
one another. Furthermore, their wish for their children to learn the Ogoni languages is another 
way in which they work to maintain their children’s connection with the Ogoni community. 
Women’s insistence on getting the children to meet and practice the native tongue does much to 
fight the overwhelming lack of unity they experience in the United States. 
A Fight to Belong 
While meetings and focus group conversations have made it clear that the primary issue 
plaguing MOSOP Arizona was anxiety over division and its resulting isolation, women’s 
concern for lack of unity was accompanied by a desire for women’s equality within MOSOP. 
Several instances made it apparent that women are often disrespected by men at the meetings. 
Their opinions and functions are often ignored or brushed to the side. During one MOSOP 
Arizona general meeting, as the FOWA president, Charity, is addressing women about 
preparations for the annual conference, the men become restless:  
Charity then stands to speak. She begins by saying “Gbo bia FOWA e!” And the ladies 
respond “eh,” the same call and response the women use in Nigeria. She repeats her call 
and they respond…. She begins to talk about T-shirts and is in the middle of asking the 
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group what they should do when the chairman tells her that that’s a matter for the women 
to consider on their own. Charity insists, “No, it’s for us all to consider and that’s why 
I’m raising it here and now.”  (personal communication, July 31, 2016) 
Women are told to meet on their own to discuss a matter that could be easily resolved at the 
general meeting. They are not allowed the same amount of time to discuss their items as men 
have. In response, Charity insists that women’s matters are MOSOP matters and that she is 
allowed to use MOSOP time to discuss these items.  
At another point, Charity who also serves the position of Vice President of MOSOP, is 
ignored upon attempting to speak. As soon as she begins to speak, two men get up and walk 
toward the bathroom. Below is a memo from that meeting: 
Charity takes the floor to say something. As soon as she begins to speak, Moses and 
Leeyee, two men, see it as the perfect time to both head to the bathroom, even though they 
are both aware that there is only one bathroom and both of them cannot use it at the 
same time. (personal communication, Sept. 25, 2016) 
The timing of the men’s rising from their seats is undeniably in defiance of the vice president’s 
taking the opportunity to speak. 
Still, there are other instances when men interrupt women or refuse to listen to them and 
women have to demand their attention. During one of the meetings at a member’s house, from 
the kitchen I witness the following interchange between Charity and the predominantly male 
meeting attendees: 
As we are eating, I overhear the Vice President trying to say something over the group 
that has begun to hold multiple side conversations. “I have something to say,” she 
announces. Then in a louder voice, she repeats, “I have something to say.” The president 
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who is sitting next to her cuts her off and tries to bring the meeting back to order instead 
of signaling the group to give her their attention. (personal communication, July 31, 
2016) 
At another meeting, as the topic of finding a new chairman comes up, Elizabeth voices the 
concern that women are disrespected in MOSOP:  
Elizabeth then stands to voice her opinion about how to replace the chairman. As she is 
talking, she realizes that she does not have the group’s full attention. Before she says this, 
she chastises the men sitting there that she deserves their respect. She says that when 
women talk they don’t listen, that she is a wife and mother and that warrants their 
respect. She then proceeds to her point that she suggests that Jones choose three men he 
knows he can trust and can lead the organization in the direction that he has been taking 
it. She briefly mentions that she would have suggested a woman as well but she knows 
that the group would not give women respect. That’s why she suggests men. This 
comment is perhaps in reference to the fact that Charity as the Vice President would 
technically be in line for being president.… Immediately after Elizabeth speaks, a man 
motions for the meeting to be over. (personal communication, Sept. 25, 2016) 
As Elizabeth first prepares to speak, she has difficulty getting everyone’s attention. She has to 
reprimand the group and remind them of the cultural laws that should warrant her respect in the 
group. She is a wife and a mother, she reminds them, so they must give her the honor she 
deserves because of these titles.  
Similarly, before Joanna can explain the comment her husband made to the group 
concerning the importance of inclusion, she had to demand the men’s attention: 
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 She first asks permission to speak. Then begins by saying, “The reason my husband is 
saying what he is saying is because….” Someone begins to interrupt her and she tells 
them curtly, “Can I finish?” Again she repeats her earlier words before proceeding to 
her point. (personal communication,  July 31, 2016) 
These incidences reveal that women continuously assert their right to belong to MOSOP. Joanna 
becomes upset before the group allows her to speak. The Ogoni women know that their desire 
for unity must include women’s equality. In this way, women recognize they have second-class 
status within MOSOP. And as Carty and Mohanty explain, the quest for unity does not mean 
equality. So women realize that, while they join the men to fight for unity, their equal rights to be 
fully respected participants of MOSOP continues to be undercut.  
Methods for Change 
Codur and King (2015) write that historically women have used nonviolent methods for 
demanding change, since they were usually blocked from participating in the military and 
subsequent access to violent weapons. Therefore, for centuries women have had to be creative in 
the methods they employed to seek their desired changes. The Ogoni women of Arizona are no 
different. They have used the tools at their disposal to seek correction for the issues they witness 
around them. 
Dance   
Dancing was one method I watched the women employ for change. During the annual 
conference, one of the highlights of the occasion was the FOWA Arizona women’s dance 
presentation. Women knew this would be an opportunity to make an important statement from 
early on in the conference planning stages, as it quickly became clear that men had a vested 
interest in their dance performances. During the Arizona chapter meetings in the weeks prior to 
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the conference as women were discussing how they would make their presentation, there was a 
disagreement between them and the men about how they should present the dance. Men were 
vocal in making suggestions and asked women to present an involved choreographed dance 
routine. Below is a record of the memo from that meeting: 
As they are discussing the dance that women will present at the general meeting, 
Jeremiah once more suggests that it is important that whatever the women are doing, 
they should be sure to keep it tight and well-rehearsed. The chairman chimes in that yes, 
it is important for the women to look sharp. Charity tells them that she understands their 
concerns, but that the women got together last week and decided that they would not have 
anything that required too much rehearsal. She says that the women are doing a lot of 
things both personally and for the event. She reiterates that all the women are busy, and 
they’ve decided that anything that is too time-consuming will not do. That they should 
keep in mind that the women are also in charge of the cooking, so they’ll have that on 
their plates as well. To this, a few of the men say casually that the women can also recruit 
men to join in the dance…. The chairman continues that the purpose of the dance is “to 
present in Arizona that there is FOWA,” and thus will let other chapters know that there 
is a functioning FOWA. He says that the women will be presented by the president. 
Charity assures him that the women will show up, but it’s only that they will not devote 
that much time to rehearsing. At this point, Elizabeth supports Charity’s comments by 
saying that the women got together and decided that they simply don’t have time to 
rehearse but that they will have something ready. It won’t look bad, she promises. 
(personal communication, Sept. 25, 2016) 
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These exchanges about women’s dance reveal men’s interest in the dance routine that the women 
are planning for the annual conference. That men would take time to engage with women about a 
women-specific issue at the general meeting speaks volumes about their interest in ensuring the 
women represent them well, since men often become impatient at any mention of a topic related 
to women. The men even go as far as to offer to help women in their dance to ensure that it goes 
well. After these disagreements, the men and I are anxious to see the presentation that the women 
have put together. 
The men’s desire to see that the dance reflects well upon them makes it an especially 
appropriate opportunity for the women to use it as a platform to push forth their agenda. Below is 
a description of the dance FOWA Arizona presented at the annual national conference: 
The women make their entrance from the back of the fellowship hall into the crowd 
toward the stage. They have chosen a gospel song in the Khana language as 
accompaniment. The entire room rises at their entrance aiming cameras and camera 
phones at the women who do their best to ignore the screens. Their unrehearsed steps 
make them appear effortlessly regal. They are dressed in formal Ogoni style attire in 
royal blue taffeta wrappers on the bottom and elegant gold lace tops with shining silver 
sequins on both. They have crowned their heads in a silver gele, the traditional head-tie, 
to match their wrappers. Everyone proceeds behind the other adding their own style to 
the song playing over the speakers. Their power is also in their numbers. While I had 
been attending the meetings for at least three months consecutively, I only knew maybe 
four of the women. But here, I was amazed that there were over ten women participants. 
(personal communication, Nov. 12, 2016)  
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While there were other performances, including musical performances, the FOWA women’s 
dance garnered the most attention and became a focal point of the event. Perhaps this is because 
of the anticipation leading up to it, but regardless, the women had everyone’s full attention. It is a 
far different dynamic from the general meetings during which women struggle for space to speak 
and must argue for respect. The level of reverence given the women after the dance suggests that 
women have occupied an uncontentious space. Dancing is a role people expect Ogoni women to 
play, as opposed to their attendance at mixed-gender organizing meetings. Moreover, the 
women’s attire reestablished them in their traditional roles. They are wearing wrappers as 
opposed to skirts, which establishes them as mature older women instead of younger women. 
Also, their head-ties that sit high and wide on their heads signify high status. Even while 
assuming a traditional position, the women seize it as a place of power. Their dance looks more 
like a strut than a performance. They are effortless, refuse to expend too much energy, and 
appear in total control of their moves. Indeed the dance in and of itself sent a clear message that 
women do not consider themselves to be performers for anyone’s pleasure but, rather, holders of 
power that the audience have the privilege of watching.  
The women use their allotted dance time to make several demands that would benefit 
both men and women. At the end of the women’s procession to the front of the room, Charity 
first speaks for the group and says the following:  
And again we should use this opportunity to tell other chapters that you cannot wait to 
have a full house before you belong to something. Always find where you belong. And 
try to appreciate one another and compromise with one another forgive one another and 
let us all love one another. This time in this age it is time that we have to stand…. It’s not 
that Ogoni is not great it’s great, but it can be greater as we come together as the women. 
 172 
The men need us. We cannot separate ourselves from the men. We need to stand by our 
men. And we need to correct them. We know how they always do at the meeting. But the 
men please encourage your wife. We know that it’s not easy. We want you to encourage 
your wife to attend the chapter women meeting. We women, we’re gonna take this 
struggle far beyond you guys if you guys take time. (personal communication, Nov. 12, 
2016) 
Here, Charity calls for unity. She first calls for chapter-wide unity. She begins by saying that 
people should join their chapters even if the membership is low, as “they cannot wait for a full 
house” before they join. Then she calls for unity among women saying, “as we come together as 
the women” that they can make Ogoni great. Next, she calls for unity between men and women. 
She then calls for people to come together and for husbands to encourage their wives to join the 
meetings. She reiterates the need for cross-gender unity when she states, “We cannot separate 
ourselves from the men.” In verbalizing this, she addresses an anxiety that is present among 
MOSOP men that women want to be separate from them, as discussed earlier when the chairman 
insisted that women must not meet separately. Having eased their anxieties, Charity then gives 
the women the task of not allowing men’s bickering during meetings to prevent them from 
participating, which she insinuates by saying, “we know how they always do at the meeting.” 
This particular phrase can also mean women are aware of the unequal treatment men give 
women at the meetings. Whatever her exact intent, the phrase seems to be a catchall for all of the 
ills that women experience from men during the meetings. Charity then authorizes women to 
correct men in response to all these problems. Furthermore, she tells the audience that, if men 
continue to lack unity, the women who are more unified will do what men are trying to do but 
surpass them. By declaring that women can help ease the group’s primary preoccupation with the 
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division, Charity asserts that women have a critical role to play in the MOSOP organization. In 
all, she presents women as integral to the Ogoni community and, therefore, must be considered 
as key participants in the struggle if Ogoni is to find success in the United States.  
Cooking   
Cooking was another method that women employed to demand unity. When special 
events come up, women occupy the kitchen symbolically and physically. During the focus group 
when I first asked women what FOWA does, most of their responses mentioned their cooking 
activities: 
Charity: As MOSOP Arizona started, so did FOWA. Because the woman has 
been the one cooking since I came to Arizona in 2009, I’ve seen you guys cooking your 
heads out. So it’s FOWA. All that is FOWA.  
Catherine: We’re always there for MOSOP though. We care for the children, we 
take care…if we have any conference or anything to do we’re always the people 
responsible for cooking. (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
FOWA has become synonymous with cooking for the women. It is part of their responsibility as 
members of FOWA to cook for MOSOP events. During the annual conference, women cooked. 
During the burial event, women cooked. As they plan the burial preparation at a meeting, Charity 
addresses the women and speaks first and foremost about cooking. Here, it becomes clear that 
it’s not even a question that the women will be the ones to handle cooking for the event.  
After greeting the women, she tells them that they know how the women do it. She says 
something to the effect of “they hold it down in the kitchen” and that everyone who 
comes to Ogoni people’s events raves about how good the food is and how good 
everything is. It’s clear that it is a source of pride for her and he wants everyone to take 
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pride in that as well. So she tells women to not wait for people to remind them about their 
responsibilities when the time comes to cook and get everything ready. (personal 
communication, Nov. 12, 2016) 
Charity’s speech confirms that women almost have little choice in whether or not they want to 
cook. Still, it becomes clear as she speaks that, even though they have been assigned the task of 
cooking, they use cooking to showcase their strength and pride as Ogoni women. When Charity 
declares that people who come to Ogoni events are well aware of Ogoni women’s cooking 
expertise, she recognizes that cooking is one way that Ogoni women can show their strength 
among other groups, including other Nigerians and Africans. My interactions with Ogoni women 
in spaces across Arizona during which other Nigerians were present revealed Ogoni women’s 
lesser status in terms of finances and education attainment. However, through their delicious 
meals, they could prevail.  
This same cooking becomes a tool for demanding unity as women decide to stop cooking 
for meetings in order to get members to stop quarreling. Charity shares the following about the 
women’s decision to stop cooking with me: 
Yeah, I was trying to make a point that something happened… because you asked me 
what happened that we don’t bring the...we stopped cooking. So that’s what...something 
an incident happened so people got mad and then you know the meeting didn’t go for 
some months.  (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
Indeed none of the meetings I attended had the spread of food that the women mentioned used to 
be a regular part of the Ogoni meetings. Their decision to stop cooking became a form of protest. 
They would not continue to cook and serve meals at meetings as long as people continued to sow 
division during the MOSOP meetings. In the upcoming year, the women look forward to the end 
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of the protest and resuming cooking for meetings with the caveat that people have changed their 
attitudes. Further recounting the women’s actions Charity says: “So we stopped cooking…. 
Hopefully, everybody learns from their mistake.” The women purposely stopped cooking for 
meetings to make a deliberate point—that they did not like the discord at the meetings and that 
they needed people to learn from their mistakes. 
Spiritual Activism 
For the Ogoni women in the United States, their primary enemies are isolation and 
division. By applying a spiritual understanding to their experiences of disunity, Ogoni women 
work to unite the fragments that tear apart their community. During our focus group, the women 
mention that spirits are helping to heal other negative forces that have caused division among 
MOSOP members. Charity says about the MOSOP Arizona gatherings that there was a spirit 
present at their meetings that once unified people: 
The spirit was there helping us...because you know when you come, there is food. 
Everywhere, all kinds, pepper soup, this one, it was like a hotel. And it was good. And 
something happened and then we stopped, but I know for sure that we gonna start that 
next year and God is going to help us. (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
As Charity describes, the helping spirit is represented by the spread of food one would find at 
their meetings. Her declaration that “it was good” speaks to the unity everyone felt because of 
the spirit of togetherness. At the same time, there is another spirit working against the unity that 
MOSOP participants want to have. Charity begins to speak to it when she states that “something 
happened and then we stopped.” At another point in our conversation, the women further explain 
what it was that interfered with the positive spirit:  
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 Charity: As we were saying there are some certain people who wanted to come 
and destroy it. So I think that that will come from next year. That spirit is coming back 
because we already... 
Yvette: Bind it! 
 Charity: We are canceling those spirits out...  
 (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
The women explain that “certain people who wanted to come and destroy it” came to thwart the 
spirit of unity that had been present. Women describe the MOSOP struggle in Arizona as a battle 
among various spirits. They point out that spirits come to destroy their activities and encompass 
negative forces that aim to sow division among the people. But they declare those spirits 
nullified and assert that they will work against such negativity to ensure their vision of 
togetherness and strength. Thus, their struggle goes beyond the physical realm, and they 
understand that other forces beyond them are at work in both aiding and thwarting their efforts.  
Ogoni women have taken on the cause of closing the communicative gaps among the 
Ogoni people by praying for one another, which is a practice in which they engaged prior to 
immigration. Joanna says, “If you see the people who don’t have husbands we need to pray for 
them because we were doing these things when we were in the camp. We can still do it here.” 
She compares women’s activism in the United States to the refugee camps and declares that, in 
the United States as was typical in the camps, women would pray for one another irrespective of 
their marital status. This spiritual support also comes in the form of offering forgiveness for 
others, especially disassociated members. While both men and women discussed separated 
members of MOSOP, women were more likely to speak of forgiving them rather than ostracizing 
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them. Prayer is the main way in which they are able to put this forgiveness into action. During 
focus groups, prayer for other members and forgiveness went hand in hand.  
 Catherine: We need a lot of prayers. 
 Yvette: And then we need a lot of prayers. Thank you. 
 Charity: And encouragement too.  
 Catherine: Encouragement. 
 Yvette: Encouragement. Try and call no matter what. You can have a forgiving 
heart. No matter what. That’s why you can see that people are progressing because they 
don’t take anything seriously. (personal communication, Dec. 4, 2016) 
This exchange shows that prayer and encouragement aid the forgiving heart that is necessary to 
put past hurts behind them. The theme of forgiveness is one that the women repeatedly stress. 
Because they fear isolation, it follows that they would value praying for one another, a practice 
that unites. The spiritual connection they are building is the primary antidote to the isolation they 
feel. Through a spiritual connection, they can link hands long enough to work toward lasting 
changes. 
Anzaldúa shares a similar understanding of spirits and their powers in her explanation 
that “Spirituality is an ontological belief in the existence of things outside the body 
(exosomatic)…. Spirituality is a symbology system, a philosophy, a worldview, a perspective, 
and a perception” (2015, p. 38). She then speaks to ways in which the academy has worked to 
erase spiritual understandings: “Academics disqualify spirituality except as anthropological 
studies done by outsiders” (p. 38). She concludes by declaring that spiritual activism is critical to 
solving the ills of today’s society: “I describe the activist stance that explores spirituality’s social 
implications as ‘spiritual activism’—an activism that is engaged by a diverse group of people 
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with different practices, or spiritual mestizaje” (p. 39). Here Anzaldúa acknowledges that, while 
spirituality has been demoted from topics worthy of the academy, it remains a powerful tool for 
imagining and building a more just world.  
Conclusion 
Transnational feminism has worked toward building bridges for more effective 
organizing. In various ways, feminist scholars pose the primary question: How do we come 
together despite our differences? Perhaps we need to agree on a common enemy. An 
examination of FOWA Arizona confirms women’s participation in MOSOP USA as bridge 
builders. Women promote unity in MOSOP as their aim and call the entire MOSOP body to 
forgive one another in order to move forward. Ogoni people in the United States feel the effects 
of colonialism and globalization strongly. Besides the fragmentation that their community 
endures, they are further rendered invisible in the Arizona community like so many other 
immigrants of color. The women work to heal these fissures by using some of the same 
nonviolent methods that women employed in Nigeria, including dance and prayer. Along with 
their calls for unity, women outright verbalize their desire for equal treatment.  
This dissertation targets globalization in the form of racism, sexism, classism, and 
colonialism. While these are complex issues, organizers like Ogoni women recognize the need to 
come together. While even Ogoni men disrespect them, they still need them to reach their goals. 
Similarly, we need the people who uphold patriarchy to work to bring the corporations and 
unjust governments to the negotiating table. Anzaldúa uses the Spanish terms nos/otras to signify 
“us versus them” and highlights that the goal is for the slash to become permeable—that the 
barriers between one party and the other slowly come down. She writes: “As an identity 
narrative, nos/otras has the potential to overturn definitions of otherness. When we examine the 
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us/them binary deeply, we find that otra-ness may be deceptive, merely a cage we assign to 
others” (p. 81). From the point of view of Ogoni women, men block women out of MOSOP, they 
have othered them and relegated them to a place of lesser importance by making them 
spectacles—asking them to sit in meetings while refusing to hear their concerns and asking them 
to cook for meetings but not respecting them. However, women have used their positions, the 
platforms they have been allowed, to speak and declare their right to be heard. Their spiritual 
bond has been the bedrock of their ability to speak for unity with equality that includes respect 
for women. Ultimately, they strive to permeate the slash between them and men to resume the 
focus on issues of globalization that continues to plague their homeland and their existence in the 
United States. 
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION 
At the start of this dissertation, I stated that I believed women were involved in MOSOP, 
and I wished to explore in what ways by highlighting their issues of concern and the methods 
used throughout their participation. At the end of this journey, I have established that women 
have been at the heart of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People since its inception 
to the present day and transnationally.  
In Nigeria, women organize boldly against globalization even when the history of 
colonialism seeks to silence them and make them invisible. They enlist their strengths of 
engaging spiritual traditions and prayer to ensure enemies did not thwart the movement’s flames. 
Today, they continue to use nonviolent methods of singing, dancing, and prayer to reject the 
states’ attempts to render them invisible. They fight for theirs and their children’s education, 
fight against poverty, and staunchly claim the riches of their indigenous land. They demand 
progress for their community out of an unquenchable hope that the future will be brighter for 
them and generations to come. 
In the United States, it is the most stubborn of women who can endure the difficulties 
facing them as Black immigrant women to continue to attend MOSOP meetings and work for the 
betterment of the Ogoni community. The women fight for equality alongside a quest for unity 
among Ogoni immigrants because, like black feminists have illuminated, they are aware that the 
fight for the broader mixed gender goal of achieving Ogoni’s self-determination is not 
synonymous with women’s rights (hooks, 2000). They must demand rights and respect for 
women separately.  
This dissertation has explored and revealed some of the ways in which globalization in its 
political, economic, and social forms works to decimate communities that dare stand up to it. The 
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Ogoni people have suffered for years, since they raised their voices to speak against Shell and 
other multinational corporations who were devastating their lands with the help of the national 
governments the corporations represent. They have been killed in their homeland and members 
of their community flung across the seas to places that have made mobilization all but 
impossible. In the United States, fragmentation, even within states, cities, and among MOSOP 
attendees, is unmistakable. Moreover, this fragmentation that reinforces invisibility and isolation 
has fostered an inward-looking MOSOP concerned primarily with managing and putting out 
housefires rather than organizing against the corporations and entities that should still be held 
accountable for the damage they have done to Ogoniland. A telling moment occurred at a 
MOSOP Arizona meeting when, in preparation for the annual November 10 conference to 
commemorate the Shell-supported hanging of the great Ogoni activist and leader, Ken Saro-
Wiwa, a man asks if they would still picket a Shell gas station as they have done in the past. 
Below is a memo of that conversation: 
As they are discussing the plans for the Nov. 10 event, one man sitting behind me asks, 
“What about picketing?” People talk over him as if they are not concerned with that 
topic. About a minute later he had another chance to ask about picketing and another 
younger man sitting to my right says, “We don’t do that anymore.” Others nod their head 
in concurrence. No one gives him a reason. And the man gets quiet. (personal 
communication, Sept. 25, 2016) 
The response to the question of picketing, a nonviolent action, that “we don’t do that anymore” 
could mean that MOSOP has adopted more effective strategies than picketing gas stations to 
fight globalization and neocolonialism. However, the time spent with MOSOP Arizona tells me 
that their rejection of the man’s proposal reveals that they have waned in their quest to speak out 
 182 
against companies that devastate lands across the world in search of increasing profit. Other 
priorities have emerged. 
 The 2016 annual conference marked the twenty-first anniversary of unjust hanging of 
Ken Saro-Wiwa. Now over 20 years later, MOSOP must reevaluate its stance on Shell and other 
oil companies who continue to ruin indigenous communities, especially for people living in the 
United States. The organization must ask: What tools are needed for this new context in which 
the politics of division and fragmentation has been so effective at stagnating the movement? 
How can they re-imagine and re-explain globalization to call out its mechanizations among the 
Ogoni and other groups that struggle with similar problems today? 
Implications for Scholarship 
 Scholarship is one area that can aid in the realignment of these struggles for 
effectiveness. In the area of women and gender studies, we must trace the inequalities among 
women and men as attempts to isolate and fragment communities—to localize. Anzaldúa’s 
critique of Bush’s goal to “save” Afghan women reveal ways in which this happens in other 
countries, especially among communities of color. The United Nation’s attempts to help 
indigenous women by teaching them craft-making skills, while men do not have the same 
opportunities, not only reinforce women’s localization, but serves to further divide them from 
men. We must critique racial and gender inequality in ways that speak to its partnership with 
capitalism. 
 The use of Critical Race Grounded Theory for this study emphasizes that our theories of 
race and gender must be rooted in lived experiences of people of color because the future of our 
theorizing depends on its adaptability. CRGT by design aims to challenge various kinds of 
oppression for the current age. This necessitates centering women of color’s voices. It 
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necessitates centering women of color abroad. A transnational perspective allows for the critique 
of Westernization, the belief that the West has the answers and others do not. This dissertation 
has revealed that forces of globalization may be stronger in the West because the powers of 
fragmentation that prevent organizing are so well adapted. 
 Finally, in the area of immigrant and African studies, this dissertation shows that finding 
a meeting place for the two fields is critical. For too long, immigrant studies have been separated 
from African studies. Scholars either focus on Black immigrants in their Western host societies 
or focus on Africans in Africa. This study has taken the approach of examining both Africans in 
Africa and African immigrants in the United States because this methodologically speaks against 
the active fragmentation bred by globalization in the academic arena. Certainly, this separation is 
a tribute to the late 1960s and 1970s during which universities saw movements for ethnic studies 
programs following the introduction of immigration policies that welcomed Africans and other 
people of color across the globe to the United States. Despite the movement’s efforts, ethnic and 
area studies has remained products of an age during which the United States sought to 
understand other countries for the purposes of more effectively extracting resources. Our current 
state necessitates the denunciation of the continued separation of immigrant and African studies 
in order for transnational African scholarship like this to illuminate important lessons derived 
from such a perspective. 
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APPENDIX I 
Nigeria Interview Protocol 
The Nigeria portion of the interviews will serve to answer my first and second research 
questions. The larger question for my research is: What were women’s contributions to the 
Ogoni movement? I seek to answer that question through the following sub-questions. 
1. What issues, concerns, interests, and values drew women into the Ogoni movement?  
2. How are Ogoni women’s issues, concerns, interests, and values reflected in the 
campaigns they waged? 
A.) Personal History 
1. What is your hometown? Describe your family. 
2. Tell me about how you grew up. What was your childhood like? 
3. Describe your educational background. What were some lessons you learned growing 
up? How did you learn those lessons? 
4. Describe your community growing up. What did your parents do? What did your siblings 
do? What was daily life like? 
5. What were some things that made life difficult when you were growing up? What helped 
to alleviate some of those issues? 
6. What kinds of things were you worried about as a young person? What was your family 
concerned with? Your community? 
B.) Adult Years 
1. Tell me about your life as an adult. Describe your current family. If you are married, 
describe how life changed after marriage.  
2. Describe the places in which you have lived as an adult. 
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3. Describe the occupations you have held as an adult. 
4. Describe the organizations to which you have belonged. What meetings have you 
regularly attended in the past? And more recently? 
5. Have you participated in groups that were for women only? Describe them. To which 
other women’s organizing efforts have you or people you know belonged? 
6. How would you describe this organization to someone who is unfamiliar with it? What 
were/are the organization’s aims? Activities? What does the membership look like?  
7. What are some achievements of these groups? What have been some obstacles to 
achieving those goals?  
8. When your friends, coworkers, or other women you know come to you to complain, what 
topics come up the most? 
9. How have you responded to their concerns? 
10. What are some areas you wish to see improved in your life, your family, and in your 
community? 
11. Where would you like to see yourself in the next year, the next five years, the next ten 
years? 
12. If you were leader of this community, what is the first initiative you would make? 
C.) MOSOP/FOWA Specific Questions: 
1. Describe the formation of MOSOP. How did it begin? How did it spread? Describe the 
formation of FOWA. How did it begin? How did it grow in number and influence? 
2. When did you first hear about MOSOP? How did you first become involved?  
3. When you joined MOSOP, with which groups did you connect? With whom did you 
attend meetings/activities? 
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4. Describe the leadership of MOSOP and FOWA? How are decisions made? How are 
conflicts resolved? Who are some key people in the organization? What are their 
roles? What are the roles of key people in the organization?  
5. In what ways have you participated in MOSOP/FOWA? What are some common ways 
that other women participate in MOSOP? What do they do in terms of mobilizing for and 
leading a campaign in comparison with men? Are there any differences in what women 
tend to focus on and where men tend to direct their attention? 
6. Describe a typical meeting that you would attend. What is one meeting that you 
remember most? What happened during the meeting? Who was in attendance?  
7. Describe a strategy or planning meeting that you have been part of in preparation for a 
campaign or a civic action as part of the Ogoni struggle in the 1990s or later. What topics 
were discussed? What issues were raised? 
8. What were nonviolent resistance actions for which you planned? What reasons were 
given for choosing nonviolence over other methods of resistance? What types of training 
did you receive pertaining to nonviolent resistance?  
9. Describe some activities in which you participated as a member of FOWA. What was 
your role? What did others do? What were you hoping to accomplish with the 
activities/actions? 
10. How did you try to maintain nonviolent discipline during your actions? Were there 
people in your movement advocating for violent response/violent defense and how did 
you deal with them? 
11. When a government/company used repression against your actions, how did 
MOSOP/FOWA react to it?  
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12. How does MOSOP determine whether a campaign was successful or not? How did the 
campaigns impact the movement as a whole? 
13. Did you try to reach out to potential allies inside and outside of the country? Who did you 
reach out to? How? How successful were you?  
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APPENDIX II 
U.S. Interview Protocol 
1. Describe your childhood. Where did you grow up? Who did you live with? Describe your 
day to day activities? 
2. Where were you in the years prior to the Ogoni crisis? How would you describe your 
daily life?  
3. Describe your understanding of the formation of MOSOP. Describe you or your family’s 
involvement with MOSOP. What were some reasons why you or your family became 
involved in the movement? 
4. What are some activities that MOSOP or FOWA initiated? What were some things 
MOSOP was able to accomplish?  
5. What occurred in the years leading up to your decision to migrate to the United States.  
6. Describe the journey to the US. Did you come straight or did you live elsewhere first?  
7. Describe your first year in the United States. What was life like? 
8. How has life in the US been since those early days? How is life in the US different from 
life in Africa? 
9. What are some struggles you have here that you did not experience in Africa? 
10. Describe your involvement in the Ogoni community in the US. Has your involvement 
changed over time? If so, how? How has MOSOP evolved over the years since your 
involvement? 
11. How did you learn about MOSOP-USA? Why do you participate? How did you decide to 
participate? 
12. Describe the purpose of MOSOP-USA. How does it contribute to the Ogoni Struggle? 
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13. What are some activities they have? Describe some activities that you have been a part of 
through MOSOP-USA? What have you gained from those activities? 
14. What are some MOSOP-USA initiatives that have been suggested but have not been 
realized? What were some reasons why these ideas did not take off?  
15. Has MOSOP-USA experienced repression from the government for their activities? 
16. How satisfied are you with MOSOP-USA? What would improve your experience with 
the organization? 
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